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BORN AGAIN, EQUAL AGAIN: PENTECOSTAL THEOLOGY, LEGAL PLURALISM,
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Abstract

Christianity in Africa is often criticized for supporting patriarchal norms, especially within
Pentecostal traditions, which are seen as incompatible with gender equality. This view ignores
both the diversity and evolving nature of Pentecostal theology in Nigeria. This paper challenges
the idea that Christianity is always oppressive to women by exploring how Pentecostal teachings
on rebirth, personal transformation, and equality before God can work alongside human rights
ideals. It also considers Nigeria’s context of legal pluralism, where customary, religious, and
state laws overlap, sometimes protecting but often limiting women’s rights. Using a doctrinal
approach that combines legal analysis with feminist theology, the study examines how these
multiple legal systems interact with Pentecostal beliefs to shape women’s status. Findings show
that Pentecostalism, when critically reinterpreted, contains egalitarian elements that align with
both constitutional and human rights principles. The paper suggests that Pentecostal leaders
embrace inclusive interpretations of scripture, policymakers collaborate with faith communities
to harmonize laws, and advocacy groups use both legal and theological tools to advance gender
justice within this plural legal landscape.

Key-Words: Gender Justice, Religious Reform, Women's Rights, Christian Belief, Pentecostal
movement.

1. Introduction
In Nigeria, religion is not only a matter of faith, it actively influences gender identities, social

standards, and legal consciousness. With its increasing influence, Pentecostalism offers both
empowerment and the upholding of patriarchal structures.! The aim of this paper is to argue that
the interaction between Nigeria's constitutional framework and Pentecostal theology creates an
under-explored perspective where spiritual and legal identities meet and influence women’s
rights.? This study is driven by a central question: How do Pentecostal teachings on gender roles
intersect with constitutional principles of equality and non-discrimination, and in what ways can
these teachings be reinterpreted to advance gender justice? To address this inquiry, the paper
employs an interdisciplinary framework that integrates feminist legal theory,®African feminist
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theology and constitutional analysis,* offering a broad examination of how religious doctrine and
legal norms jointly influence the pursuit of women’s rights. According to this conceptual
framework, theology is a topic of constant discussion that has the potential to either uphold
inequality or pave the way for emancipation. Methodologically, this study combines doctrinal
analysis of Nigerian constitutional provisions with an examination of Pentecostal
teachings,’alongside a critical review of feminist theological literature.® Through this blended
approach, it highlights how religious beliefs shape legal identities and how legal frameworks, in
turn, influence faith, offering a fuller picture of the struggles women face as they navigate both
law and belief. What makes this work distinctive is its integrated perspective: it does not present
Pentecostalism as a fixed barrier to gender justice but rather as a living tradition with the potential
to support it.’Bringing doctrinal theology into conversation with constitutional law, the research
suggests new ways to reconcile faith and rights, challenging the assumption that religion and
gender equality are always at odds.® It further positions Pentecostal teachings on rebirth and
spiritual empowerment as valuable theological tools that when interpreted with care can affirm
women’s moral and legal personhood, enriching ongoing scholarly discussions in law, religion,
and human rights.’

2. Gender and Christianity from African Perspective

The relationship between Christianity and gender in African thought is complex and full of
contradictions. It is shaped by history, culture, and the tensions between different legal systems.
Christianity has left a deep mark on Africa’s religious life, cultural values, and laws, but its
impact on gender is still debated. Many African feminist and postcolonial scholars point out that
Christianity came not only as a religion but also as part of colonial rule, carrying gender
expectations that pushed women to the rare. Missionaries and colonial authorities often
reinterpreted local traditions and biblical texts in ways that reinforced male power, limiting
women’s roles in both the church and society.® Thus, Christianity is often criticized for being
male-centered, reinforcing women’s subordination through its patterns of male leadership and
imagery. Mercy Oduyoye ! notes that the Bible is frequently interpreted through patriarchal
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lenses, which elevate male authority while diminishing women’s moral and legal autonomy.
Pentecostalism, with its vibrant worship and strong conservative values, reflects these tensions
clearly. Women play a central role in these churches, often as the most devoted members and
primary caregivers, yet they are seldom given real decision-making power.> Even when women
rise to roles as pastors or evangelists, their influence is often limited by systems that continue to
favor male authority. Yet, this is not the whole story. Growing African Christian scholarship
argues that religion should not be seen only as a tool of control but also as a source of freedom.*?
Feminist theologians emphasize that women are not merely passive followers of doctrine but
active participants who reinterpret scripture to challenge traditional gender roles. The Pentecostal
belief in being “born again™ highlights this transformative potential.* For many women, rebirth is
not only about spiritual renewal; it is also about redefining their identity beyond patriarchal labels.
Through personal encounters with God, they gain confidence and a sense of divine legitimacy that
empowers them to push back against male-dominated structures.™® This direct connection to the
divine reinforces interpretations of scripture that equality and recognize women’s moral agency
without the need for male intermediaries.'®

Christianity has also shaped women’s access to education, healthcare, and leadership, often
through church networks. These networks provided platforms for women to step into public life
and advocate for justice.'” While church institutions have often upheld conservative roles for
women, theology itself has also given women powerful tools for self-expression and social
change even in legal spaces.'® Scholars like Sylvia Tamale emphasise that even in legal spaces.*®
In African legal settings, where customary and religious laws often shape daily life, Christianity’s
influence is especially strong. Many women draw strength from Christian teachings to challenge
oppressive norms and claim their rights. Pentecostalism, with its focus on divine justice, adds to
this momentum by supporting the fight for gender equality. This vision fits well with
constitutional protections like Section 42 of Nigeria’s 1999 Constitution, which promises freedom
from discrimination. Scholars advocate for merging religious and legal conversations,
demonstrating that theology can provide a strong foundation for legal reforms that promote
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women’s rights.”’ Recent research challenges the idea that Christianity and Pentecostalism in
particular is inherently oppressive to women. Instead, studies are looking at how believers
experience and reinterpret doctrines in their own lives. Pentecostalism’s emphasis on personal
spirituality and divine empowerment creates room for feminist perspectives to take root. Scholars
like Chammah Kaunda?! and Nimi Wariboko # argue that when Pentecostal theology is read with
a critical eye, it can become a force that supports gender equality rather than suppressing it
Tamale Despite this, scholarship often still emphasizes Christianity’s patriarchal side, neglecting
how women negotiate theological spaces in complex ways.

Pentecostalism in Nigeria: Historical Background and Doctrinal Developments

The story of Pentecostalism in Nigeria is deeply woven and shaped by a blend of local spiritual
traditions and external evangelical currents. According to Onongha?® and Odey,?* its modern
surge took off during the 1960s and 1970s, driven by a new generation of charismatic preachers.
Among the most influential was Archbishop Benson Idahosa, whose dynamic ministry and the
founding of the Church of God Mission in 1972 became a turning point, sparking a wave of
revival that reshaped Nigeria’s Christian landscape Ode.?® His preaching on prosperity anchored
in faith and the assurance of divine favour struck a powerful chord during the economic
hardships of the 1980s, a time when many Nigerians were grappling with the tough realities
brought on by structural adjustment policies.?® In the midst of widespread disillusionment, the
Pentecostal message of both spiritual renewal and material uplift offered hope and a sense of
possibility.?” Around this same period, ministries like the Grace of God Ministry also rose to
prominence, marking the beginning of a transformative new chapter in Nigerian
Pentecostalism.?® Yet, it would be misleading to see Nigerian Pentecostalism as purely a modern
import or a product of Western influence. Long before Western missionaries arrived, homegrown
revivalist movements were already stirring across the region. These movements found expression
in African-initiated churches such as Obere Okaime and the Brotherhood of the Cross and Star,
which blended Christian teachings with local spiritual practices, laying the groundwork for the
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vibrant Pentecostal expressions that would later flourish.?’ These early spiritual traditions
showed distinctly African ways of meeting God, with lively worship and a strong sense of
community.®
In the 1970s, Nigeria saw a surge of foreign evangelical influence through the visits of American
preachers like T.L. Osborn and Ernest Angeley. Their large crusades inspired many Nigerians
and shaped a new generation of pastors. Out of this influence came “new breed” ministries
churches started by Nigerians but influenced by American Pentecostal styles in teaching,
appearance, and preaching. The outcome was a unique mix where local revival energy blended
with imported charismatic models, turning Nigeria into one of Africa’s most dynamic
Pentecostal centers.*! Three main teachings define Nigerian Pentecostalism: being “born again,”
baptism in the Holy Spirit, and prosperity. The idea of being born again is not just about personal
faith it signals a break from the past. New converts often talk about freedom from ancestral
curses, poverty, and failure, linking salvation to a better life.3* The Bible verse Galatians 3:28,
which says, “in Christ there is neither male nor female,” is often quoted to promote spiritual
equality. Yet, this equality rarely changes the gender hierarchies deeply embedded in church
structures.®® The second key belief, baptism in the Holy Spirit, is seen as God’s way of giving
believers power. It is associated with speaking in tongues, healing, and prophecy, and
evangelism gifts that, in theory, anyone can receive. Many Nigerian women have used this
doctrine to claim spiritual authority as prophets, prayer leaders, and evangelists. However,
despite these openings, church leadership remains mostly in male hands, showing a gap between
spiritual gifts and institutional power.3*
The third teaching, prosperity theology, says that wealth, health, and social success are signs of
God’s favor and can be achieved through faith and giving. Critics say this turns religion into a
commodity, but for many women, it has created new opportunities. Women have entered faith-
based business ventures, led women’s ministries, and managed church welfare programs. These
roles make them not just caregivers but also economic contributors and moral leaders. Still,
prosperity preaching often supports traditional gender roles, presenting men as providers and
women as supporters. Even so, Pentecostal women have pushed back.**Leaders like Funke Felix-
Adejumo has used these teachings to promote women’s empowerment.*® Through their ministries,
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they have combined biblical teaching with health campaigns, leadership training, and education,
showing how conservative theology can be reshaped to achieve progressive goals. *’One reason
women can take part in Pentecostal activities is the movement’s decentralised and flexible nature.
In many urban churches, women lead prayer groups, charity efforts, and children’s ministries
roles that, while unofficial, earn them respect and influence. These positions sometimes open
doors to wider community leadership beyond the church. However, tensions remain. On one side,
Pentecostal theology promises transformation and empowerment for all. On the other, its
teachings on marriage and family often reinforce male authority. Sermons frequently cite
Ephesians 5:22-25 to support male leadership at home, and many church rules limit women’s
access to senior leadership, often placing them under male oversight.®®This creates a paradox:
Nigerian Pentecostalism offers spiritual freedom but also enforces gendered restrictions. Its
doctrines bring hope, healing, and social mobility, yet they also risk maintaining patriarchal
norms. Still, many women resist these limits, using Pentecostal teachings themselves as tools to
challenge and change their position. For scholars, religious leaders, and activists, these inner
struggles are significant. Pentecostalism in Nigeria is not just a religious movement it is deeply
personal and undeniably political.*®

Challenging the ldea that Christianity is inherently Patriarchal

Christianity is often criticised as a religion that supports male dominance and female submission.
This perception stems from selective readings of passages like 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 and
Ephesians 5:22-24, which have historically been used to justify male authority in both church and
home. In African legal systems, such interpretations have reinforced gender-discriminatory laws,
particularly in areas such as marital authority, property rights, and decision-making. For example,
laws influenced by Christian doctrine have frequently given men primary control over property
and guardianship within marriage.*°Feminist theologians, such as Rosemary Radford Ruether and
Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza strongly challenge these interpretations.**They argue that such
biblical texts reflect the cultural norms of their time rather than universal divine commands.
Fiorenza’s latest work calls on readers to question patriarchal readings and uncover the liberating
messages within scripture- an approach that parallels modern interpretations of human rights law,
where legal norms adapt and evolve alongside social progress.*> David Stewart’s Hermeneutics of
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Suspicion approach advocates for interpretation that seeks to free and empower women and other
oppressed groups, beginning with the biblical text itself. It treats the text like a crime scene,
searching for traces of silenced voices and clues that can lead to the liberation of marginalized
people.® It also involves reading the text against its male-centered bias to uncover new meanings
that have not yet been shared with the faith community. Musa Dube similarly notes that scripture
has often been manipulated to maintain patriarchal systems under the guise of morality, and their
scholarship highlights the importance of recognising how religious narratives shape and at times
distort gender roles.* Pentecostal theology provides a striking example of this adaptability. Core
doctrines such as spiritual rebirth, equality before God, and empowerment by the Holy Spirit offer
alternatives to traditional gender hierarchies. These beliefs affirm that all believers, regardless of
gender, can teach, prophesy, and lead. If embraced fully, this spiritual egalitarianism has
significant legal implications: it challenges gendered legal hierarchies and supports reforms in
family law, succession, and civic participation. J. Asamoah-Gyadu observes that the “born again”
experience symbolically disrupts entrenched social orders, including gender-based
subordination.*® Critics of Pentecostalism often point to its male-dominated leadership, yet they
overlook how women actively claim influence within the movement.”® Even without formal
authority, women lead prayer groups, manage church resources, and shape decisions, exercising
informal leadership that legal systems rarely acknowledge. This raises an important question:
should the law only recognise formal leadership roles, or also affirm the informal power that
women wield in their communities?*” African feminist legal debates reflect this tension. Teresa
Okure argues that religion is fundamentally incompatible with women’s rights,*® while Michael
Welker maintains that both theology and law can be reinterpreted to advance justice.*® Nigerian
Pentecostalism offers practical examples of women reshaping religious spaces. Leaders such as
Pastor Funke Felix-Adejumo *° and Rev. Dr. Mercy Ezekiel ** actively challenge gender norms
through their teachings. They promote spiritual empowerment, economic independence, and
women’s legitimacy in leadership, helping to redefine women’s roles both in the church and in
public life. These examples demonstrate that theology can enhance legal awareness, encouraging
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women to claim their rights and visibility. The belief that Christian doctrine is inherently
patriarchal ignores its potential for liberating reinterpretation. It also upholds a false divide
between religious and secular spheres. Any legal critique must take into account the nuanced
ways African women engage with and transform religious traditions. They are not passive
followers but active interpreters, using faith to negotiate rights and reshape gender relations. A
balanced legal approach to Pentecostal theology is therefore necessary. Such an approach should
acknowledge both its oppressive histories and its liberative possibilities. Emphasising doctrines of
spiritual rebirth, divine calling, and the equal distribution of the Holy Spirit’s gifts,
Pentecostalism can be aligned with a framework of gender justice. In this way, theology and law
can work together to dismantle patriarchy and promote equality.

Reconceptualising Christianity and Gender Equality in Nigeria

Nigeria offers a unique setting to explore how Pentecostalism shapes gender relations. Over the
past fifty years, Pentecostalism has influenced not just religious life, but also culture, politics, and
civic engagement. Women make up the majority in many Pentecostal congregations and play a
crucial role in keeping the churches vibrant. However, they often remain under male authority,
reinforced through sermons, leadership structures, and teachings that emphasize female
submission and domestic roles. As scholars have noted, Pentecostal discourses often uphold
gender hierarchies under the banner of divine order and family values.>’Yet, to view
Pentecostalism only as oppressive would miss how Nigerian women use its teachings to carve out
space, redefine their identities, and push back against injustice.>®

This paper challenges the assumption that Christianity especially Pentecostalism is inherently at
odds with gender equality in Nigeria. While patriarchal interpretations and institutional practices
do marginalize women, such a view oversimplifies a complex tradition. It also overlooks how
Pentecostal theology itself contains resources that women use to affirm their dignity, moral worth,
and legal standing, both in religious and secular settings. When critically engaged, Christianity
can actually serve as a platform for feminist and rights-based advocacy. Research shows that
Pentecostalism’s rapid growth has revived certain biblical teachings that are reshaping Nigerian
Christianity.> Although its effects are mixed, Pentecostalism has created spaces where both men
and women participate actively, opening opportunities for more balanced gender
relations.”®Women’s leadership roles within these communities offer new ways to rethink gender
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dynamics in Nigeria at large.*°This paper focuses on three key doctrines spiritual rebirth, spiritual
gifts, and equality before God to show how Pentecostal theology can become a tool for liberation
with legal and social consequences.”’

The doctrine of being “born again” lies at the heart of Pentecostal identity. It represents a radical
transformation of the individual and a redefinition of social identity. It implies that all believers,
regardless of gender, class, or ethnicity, stand as equals before God. Galatians 3:28 is often cited
in this context: “there is neither male nor female” in Christ. Although this principle is not always
practiced institutionally, it provides a theological foundation for challenging exclusionary
norms.®Many women interpret their spiritual rebirth as a call to transcend traditional roles,
reclaim agency, and assert their voices within both church and society.>®

The doctrine of spiritual gifts also disrupts rigid gender roles. Pentecostalism teaches that the
Holy Spirit grants gifts such as prophecy, healing, leadership, and teaching to all believers,
regardless of gender. This challenges the idea that men are spiritually superior. In many Nigerian
Pentecostal churches, women lead prayer meetings, preach, and exercise prophetic gifts. Some
wield greater influence than male pastors, despite lacking formal titles. Their spiritual authority,
recognized by congregations, gives them real power, even if not formally codified.®

The third key doctrine, equality before God, mirrors legal ideals. Pentecostalism’s teaching of
direct access to God undermines the idea that men are spiritual gatekeepers and reinforces equal
spiritual standing. Legally, this resonates with Section 42 of Nigeria’s 1999 Constitution, which
guarantees freedom from discrimination and equality before the law. This theological vision
supports broader claims for gender justice, enabling religious arguments to strengthen civic
advocacy. For Pentecostal women, appealing to the Holy Spirit becomes a way to claim moral
authority and legitimacy to lead, fostering a legal consciousness that helps them demand justice,
autonomy, and recognition.®'Real-life examples illustrate these dynamics. Pastor Funke Felix-
Adejumo, now a bishop in the Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria, co-leads Agape Christian
Ministries and runs initiatives such as the Funke Felix Adejumo Foundation and Grace Orphanage
that empower women through education, economic support, and leadership training.®® Similarly,
Rev. Dr. Mercy Ezekiel, co-pastor of Christian Pentecostal Mission International, blends pastoral
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work with education, healing, and humanitarian programs targeting youth and women.®® Their
ministries merge theology with social empowerment, promoting economic independence and self-
confidence among women. Working at the intersection of faith and civic life, they challenge the
boundaries separating religious belonging from legal citizenship, showing how Pentecostal
language can affirm women’s rights and reshape gender norms from within tradition.**While this
research acknowledges Pentecostalism’s patriarchal elements, it also insists that theology is a
contested space capable of both exclusion and emancipation. By highlighting doctrines that
promote equality, transformation, and divine calling, it reimagines the role of Christian theology
in Nigeria’s gender and legal discourse. It argues for moving beyond the idea of religion as
inherently opposed to feminism, toward recognizing it as a complex, pluralistic, and potentially
transformative ally in the pursuit of justice.®®

3. Integrating Human Rights into Nigerian Pentecostal Theology for Gender Equality

In Nigeria, Christianity has long shaped views on gender roles, occasionally promoting the
subjection of women. However, there are freeing aspects in the same theology. Human rights
values of inherent dignity are firmly aligned with the notion of imago Dei,® which states that all
persons are made in God's image. However, passages like Ephesians 5:22 and 1 Timothy 2:12
have frequently been construed to support the exclusion of women from positions of leadership. A
vehicle for opposing such patriarchal interpretations and advancing an inclusive interpretation of
scripture is provided by the human rights framework.

Many feminist theologians support a "hermeneutics of suspicion,” which calls for a critical
analysis of the Bible in order to expose patriarchal distortions.®” Their writings demonstrate how
theology may change while remaining true to its basic foundations. This is especially important
for Nigeria, where cultural resonance is required for reinterpretation rather than the imposition of
external values. Naturally, the tenets of Pentecostalism spiritual rebirth, the priesthood of all
believers, and empowerment by the Holy Spirit have implications for equality. The notion that
men and women are equally called to spiritual power is supported by these ideas. Despite
conventional resistance, Pentecostal focus on divine calling frequently empowers women to take
on leadership roles, subverting strict gender norms. It is possible to change attitudes in society and
religious communities by utilizing this natural drive for equality. Section 42 of the 1999
Constitution states that discrimination is already illegal in Nigeria (as amended, s.42). However,
enforcement is hampered by cultural and religious hurdles. Presenting gender equality as both a
constitutional right and a heavenly commandment, incorporating human rights within Pentecostal
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theology enhances campaigning. Support from religious communities can increase the
persuasiveness and social acceptability of legislative reforms. Pentecostal churches have the
power to lead change by adjusting their teachings. However, critics warn that using human rights
language may feel foreign because it often reflects Western ideas. Therefore, any change in
theology should involve dialogue and be rooted in local experiences, spiritual practices, and
scripture. Instead of seeing faith only as oppressive, Saba Mahmood’s idea of the “politics of
piety” shows that believers also have moral agency and make their own choices.?® This viewpoint
guarantees that rights-based changes uphold religious beliefs while promoting gender parity. On a
larger scale, Nigeria's responsibilities under international law are also supported by the alignment
of religion with human rights. Nigeria has accepted the African Charter on Human and Peoples'
Rights 1981, which upholds equality and dignity for everyone. Legal pluralism permits religious
rules to impact social norms and family law, but they must be consistent with international and
constitutional norms. By reaffirming that equality is both a spiritual and legal need, faith
communities are essential to closing this gap.

Exploring Gender, Constitutional Principles and Christian Doctrine

Religion has a significant influence on both public and private life in Nigeria. Because of its
emphasis on biblical interpretation, Pentecostal Christianity frequently functions independently.
However, it operates within a legal framework based on the equality and nondiscrimination rights
included in the constitution. Resolving conflicts between gender equity and religious activities
requires balancing Christian theological standards with constitutional legality. The Federal
Republic of Nigeria's 1999 Constitution makes gender equality a top priority. Section 42(1) states
that no person should be deprived because of their birth circumstances and forbids discrimination
on the basis of sex, religion, or political ideology. Despite unequal implementation, this section
creates a legal standard for assessing the actions of religious communities, giving human rights
campaigners and feminist law experts a constitutional foundation to challenge gender inequalities
ingrained in Pentecostal doctrine.

Tensions still exist in spite of these fundamental safeguards. Doctrines that emphasize female
subservience, male headship in marriage, and prohibitions on women speaking or holding high
positions in the church are frequently promoted by Nigerian Pentecostalism. Such actions go
against the principles of the constitution by institutionalizing gender inequality. The judicial
system's unwillingness to step in under the pretense of religious autonomy upholds patriarchal
standards even in communities with educated and politically active members.®*But there is a
chance for change because of this disagreement. In addition to being a legal document, the
Constitution can be used as a framework for interpreting religious doctrine. This is done to
promote theological thought that is consistent with human rights and Christian principles like
justice, love, and human dignity, rather than to secularize religious organizations.
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According to Ebenezer Obadare, democracy may be strengthened and society made more
inclusive by aligning religious beliefs with constitutional ideals.”” He contends that without
abandoning faith, scripture may be understood to promote equality.”* The theological and legal
foundation for gender equality is simultaneously affirmed by Section 42 and verses like Galatians
3:28, which states, "There is neither male nor “...female... for you are all one in Christ Jesus." An
"Iincarnational hermeneutic" is advocated by Christian feminist theologians from Nigeria, such as
members of the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians.”® This approach ensures that
theology tackles gender inequality in the actual world by placing women's lived experiences at the
heart of scripture interpretation. These academics aim to undermine interpretations that restrict
women's power in civic and religious domains by presenting gender equality as both a
constitutional and spiritual truth.”Nigerian Pentecostal churches must reevaluate how their
hierarchy conforms to equality provisions in the constitution. Keeping women out of key
leadership roles is against both constitutional rights and the need for more in-depth theological
analysis.” Similarly, because they frequently result in psychological, emotional, and societal
suffering, ideologies that support female subordination should be thoroughly analyzed. While
religious communities sometimes oppose legislative reforms pertaining to gender equality,
domestic abuse, and reproductive rights, portraying these reforms as manifestations of Christian
principles like justice, dignity, and compassion may foster wider acceptance.”Collaboration is
crucial. To create common ground, theologians, legal experts, civil society groups, and church
leaders must collaborate while referencing both scripture and constitutional norms. Churches may
become places of freedom rather than oppression when the idea that all people are equal before
God is in line with constitutional equality. Christian theology that incorporates constitutional
ideas provides a means of practicing religion that respects civic duty and spiritual values.”

4. How Faith Impact Gender Equality In Nigeria

Section 42 of the 1999 Constitution of the nation ensures equality for men and women. This part
emphasizes equal opportunity in all areas of life and forbids discrimination based on sex.
However, the doctrines of many Pentecostal churches, which read the Bible in ways that support
male leadership and female obedience, sometimes conflict with these legal concepts. Scriptures
like as Ephesians 5:22-24 and 1 Timothy 2:11-12 are frequently used to support these
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hierarchical roles.”” In addition to being theological, these views have social influence and
influence how women are viewed in communities, churches, and families.

In Nigeria, Pentecostalism has expanded rapidly and has had a profound impact on public
opinion, morality, and politics. Pastors have become not only spiritual authorities but also
influential social and political actors, wielding power that extends into statecraft, law enforcement,
and even women’s rights debates.”®Their growing visibility in media and politics means that
constitutional safeguards on gender equality are often mediated, and sometimes undermined, by
Pentecostal interpretations of gender roles.”?In many church settings, women are still primarily
constructed as mothers, caregivers, and helpmates. While these roles are publicly celebrated, they
nonetheless curtail women’s autonomy and obstruct their participation in leadership and decision-
making processes.®’Yet, within Pentecostal circles there is an emerging counter-movement to
reinterpret scripture in ways that affirm equality and human dignity. Passages such as Galatians
3:28, which declares that in Christ “there is neither male nor female,” have been deployed to
challenge entrenched patriarchal norms. This hermeneutical shift has been encouraged by the rise
of educated clergy and the growing involvement of women in theological training and ministry.
Female pastors and theologians now openly contest conventional wisdom, asserting that gender
equality aligns with the spirit of Christianity rather than contradicting it.2*Although resistance
remains strong many congregations fear that new interpretations threaten cultural identity and
spiritual authority such debates are increasingly unavoidable.®?The challenge, therefore, is not
merely legal but theological: how can Pentecostal principles be reconciled with constitutional
equality in a way that honours religious tradition while advancing justice? The answer lies in
acknowledging the enduring power of Pentecostal pastors to shape public morality and policy,
while also recognising the internal reformers who are re-imagining scripture as a resource for
equality rather than subjugation.

5. Leveraging Faith for Gender Justice

Gender inequality in Nigeria is deeply rooted in patriarchal traditions, reinforced by both religious
and societal structures. Pentecostal Christianity has often faced criticism for perpetuating gender
disparity, particularly through male-dominated leadership and doctrines. Scholars such as
Obadare argue that while Pentecostalism grants women spiritual authority within prayer and
worship, the institutional framework of the church restricts women to supportive roles, thereby
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excluding them from substantive leadership.**Despite these challenges, there is a growing
movement within Pentecostalism that seeks to reinterpret its theology to support gender equality.
Religious thinkers such as Nomatter Sande have begun to highlight egalitarian elements in
Pentecostal doctrine that, when re-examined, can empower women and challenge entrenched
gender norms.**Annelin Eriksen’s research provides a nuanced view, showing that women’s
conversion to Pentecostalism often brings access to social support, healing, and new forms of
agency, but also simultaneously reinforces gendered expectations that limit women’s autonomy.®
This tension underscores how Pentecostalism can be both a site of empowerment and a
mechanism of control.As a result, the emphasis on women’s empowerment and community
reform has become central to contemporary studies of Pentecostalism. This paper therefore
explores how Pentecostalism can serve as a tool for gender justice by reshaping power dynamics,
integrating human rights into Christian teachings, and emphasising the role of religious leaders
and policymakers in promoting gender equality.®

Uncovering the Hidden Equality in Pentecostal Belief

Despite being frequently linked to traditional gender norms, Pentecostalism has a number of
underutilized egalitarian components that might be used to advance gender justice. A profound
reimagining of human equality and value is provided by the core Pentecostal idea of spiritual
regeneration. Pentecostal theology emphasizes the "born again” experience, which involves a
whole reinvention of one's identity before God, in addition to a personal spiritual regeneration.
Because Pentecostal theology teaches that all believers, irrespective of gender, are equally gifted
by the Holy Spirit for ministry, prophecy, and leadership, it offers a framework that transcends
conventional gendered hierarchies within Christianity.?” The movement’s emphasis on direct
encounter between the believer and God further undermines traditional patriarchal structures that
have historically positioned men as mediators between women and the divine.®® Even though
women are often excluded from formal clerical offices in many Pentecostal denominations, they
are nevertheless encouraged to assert spiritual authority in practical ways by leading prayer
groups, engaging in evangelism, and exerting influence on church policy and communal life.®
Egalitarianism in Pentecostalism is also supported by the biblical idea of equality before God.
Scriptures that contradict patriarchal views of the Bible, such as Galatians 3:28, which declares
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that "there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female," are frequently emphasised.
These passages offer a solid basis for promoting gender equality in both spiritual and social
contexts, despite the fact that they are usually disregarded or undervalued in many Christian
groups. If highlighted, these egalitarian components have the power to change how women are
viewed in Pentecostalism and promote a more inclusive and just theology. Another way to
question gender norms is through Pentecostalism's emphasis on the gifts of the Spirit. The idea
that all Christians possess spiritual abilities including leadership, teaching, and prophecy
highlights the fact that these abilities are gender-neutral. The idea that women's responsibilities in
the church and society should be restricted is challenged by the call for women to use their
abilities for the promotion of God's kingdom and the edifying of the church.

Can Nigerian Patriarchy Be Dismantled through Pentecostalism?

Pentecostalism in Nigeria holds significant potential to challenge patriarchal traditions, both
within church structures and in wider society. Unlike older missionary denominations that often
maintain rigid gender hierarchies, Pentecostalism places strong emphasis on personal spiritual
experience and a believer’s direct access to God.*® This openness allows greater room for
reinterpretation of scripture and the application of Christian principles to everyday social realities,
creating a fertile ground for questioning long-standing patriarchal norms that limit women’s rights
and opportunities.

One of the most striking examples of this potential is the visibility of women in Pentecostal
leadership. Prominent figures such as Pastor Funke Felix-Adejumo and Rev. Dr. Mercy Ezekiel
have used their ministries to promote women’s empowerment, offering models of leadership that
disrupt the assumption of male spiritual authority.®* Through their preaching and outreach, these
leaders advocate not only for women’s spiritual growth but also for their economic independence
and full participation in church and society. Their presence underscores how Pentecostal
platforms can be leveraged to reframe women’s roles in ways that challenge conventional
patriarchal ideologies. Moreover, Pentecostal theology’s focus on the power of the Holy Spirit
reinforces the idea that transformation both individual and collective is possible.®?

This theological orientation emboldens women to challenge restrictive cultural expectations by
stepping into leadership roles, voicing resistance to injustice, and demanding greater recognition
of their rights. Such participation also extends beyond the pulpit into broader community life. In
many Pentecostal congregations, women spearhead initiatives addressing gender-based violence,
health awareness, and discriminatory practices in law and policy.*By grounding their activism in
Pentecostal spirituality, these women reframe the struggle against patriarchy not merely as a
political project but as a sacred calling. On the long run, Pentecostalism provides a leverage for
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social critiqgue and reform by positioning women at the centre of both spiritual and civic
engagement. In this way, it serves not only as a religious movement but also as a vehicle for
renegotiating power dynamics and promoting gender justice in Nigeria.**

6. Conclusion

The main goal of this study was to investigate if Pentecostal ideology and gender equality could
be reconciled in the Nigerian setting. In order to address the problems caused by patriarchal
systems in both the religious and social spheres, it aimed to critically analyze how Christian
teachings especially those found in the Pentecostal tradition can be understood in a way that
promotes gender justice. The study's goals were to identify the main theological stances within
Pentecostalism that either promote or impede gender equality, examine how Nigerian laws and
religious doctrine interact, and suggest reform strategies to guarantee that Pentecostalism
advances a more just society for women.

Findings

The study discovered that although Pentecostalism frequently upholds conventional gender roles,
the movement does have important theological and doctrinal opportunities to advance gender
equality. Gender justice is based on Pentecostalism's belief in the equal worth of all believers and
its emphasis on the egalitarian activity of the Holy Spirit. However, among Pentecostal groups,
the full fulfillment of women's rights is still constrained by patriarchal and cultural
interpretations of scripture.

One of the main conclusions was that while Pentecostal organizations, especially those in
Nigeria, have shown considerable adaptability in embracing gender-sensitive practices like
women actively serving in church leadership, these shifts are frequently restricted to small
groups or congregations. Women's rights can be supported by Pentecostal theology, but doing so
calls both a reconsideration of conventional biblical readings and a closer study of feminist
theology. The conflict between religious beliefs and Nigeria's legal system, which upholds
gender equality, was another significant discovery. Legal measures that go against patriarchal
customs are still met with resistance within many Pentecostal groups. In order to guarantee that
women's rights are respected in the church and in national legislation, this emphasizes the
necessity of increased cooperation between religious leaders and legislators.

7.0 Recommendations

Based on the findings, this study offers several important recommendations for moving forward:

i. Theological Rethinking: To advance gender equality, Pentecostal theologians and church
leaders must undertake a careful and comprehensive reexamination of scripture and theology.
This entails adopting feminist theological viewpoints that highlight the equal value and agency of
women as well as reexamining conventional readings of important biblical passages, especially
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those that have been used to defend the oppression of women. By
emphasizing reinterpretation, churches may bring their teachings into line
with the core Christian message of justice and equality.

ii. Pentecostal churches should actively promote and encourage women in
leadership positions by implementing gender-sensitive leadership practices.
Equal access to leadership roles and decision- making in the church is
crucial for women. Women may be enabled to lead in all facets of church
life by implementing policies that stress gender sensitivity and diversity,
mentorship programs, and leadership development.

iii. Cooperation between the Religious and Legal Sectors: To ensure that
religious doctrine is in line with national legislation that support gender
equality, religious leaders especially those in Pentecostal communities must
work with legislators. In order to ensure that women's rights are upheld in
both religious settings and society at large, this collaboration is essential in
bridging the gap between religion and legal rights. Together, the two fields
may forge a more solid basis for gender justice that honors both secular and
religious principles.

iv. Education and Advocacy: More education and advocacy about gender
justice, human rights, and the significance of women's empowerment are
desperately needed in Pentecostal communities. Providing clergy and
churchgoers with theological training, conferences, and seminars helps
promote a more gender-sensitive and inclusive approach to Christianity.
Promoting gender equality inside the church will aid in changing beliefs
and encouraging behaviors that uphold women's rights within the church
and in society at large.
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