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Corruption, Bribery, 
African Concepts of God, 
and the Gospel
PHILLIPUS J. (FLIP) BUYS

Abstract

Corruption and bribery have become a disastrous problem in Sub-
Saharan Africa. A survey of the regular reports of Transparency 
International reveals how this societal ill has reached pandemic propor-
tions. Although several governments and organizations talk a lot about 
corruption and appoint special commissions to investigate it, there is a 
widespread perception that so far only a few branches of the huge tree 
of corruption and bribery have been lopped off and very little has been 
done to root out corruption from society. To get to the root of the issue, 
this article endeavors to compare the ethical implications of African 
traditional religious concepts of God with God’s self-revelation and to 
apply this comparison to corruption and bribery.

Introduction

Professor Patrick Lumumba, who served for several years as the 
director of the Kenyan Anti-Corruption Commission, delivered 
the keynote speech at the third Anti-Corruption Convention in 
Kampala, Uganda, in 2013. He sounded the alarm and stated 
that one of the main reasons why Africa remains the poorest 

continent on earth is that Africa tolerates high levels of corruption. 
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According to him, “Africa has been invaded by its own sons and daughters 
who are forever looting its resources in the name of governance and democ-
racy.”1 About the corruption and bribery among leaders, he said, “We elect 
hyenas and expect them to take care of the goats.”2 Finally, he raised the 
question, Are we children of a lesser God? Although he did not explore the 
relationship between corruption and African concepts of God, his remark 
indicated the need to consider the relation between the two.

What is corruption? According to a standard definition, corruption is 
“the abuse of public or private office for personal gain.” Vishal Mangalwadi 
defines it this way:

Corruption involves abusing one’s power to harass, coerce, or deceive others (indi-
viduals, institutions, or the state) to acquire value (money, service, goods, ideas, 
time, property, or honor) without returning proportionate value to them.3

A survey by Transparency International states, “Nearly 75 million people in 
Sub-Saharan Africa are estimated to have paid a bribe in 2015—some to 
escape punishment by the police or courts, but many [are] forced to pay to 
get access to the basic services that they desperately need.”4

In his book on the roots of sin, Professor Yusufu Turaki5 from Nigeria con-
vincingly argues that you cannot kill a tree by cutting off a few of its branches. 
You need to dig down and cut off its roots. Turaki uses Holy Scriptures as 
spade and ax as he digs down to examine the roots of sin. His knowledge of 
traditional African beliefs and values adds depth to his discussion of the 
origin, nature, effects, and power of corruption in the lives of African people. 
He shows the relevance of each member of the Holy Trinity to our struggle 
against the root sins of self-centeredness and pride, greed and lust, as well 
as anxiety and fear. He lists bribery as one of the outstanding examples of 
a branch of the deeper-lying sin of greed, which is caused by being alienated 
from the Triune God of Scriptures.

1	 Patrick L. O. Lumumba, “Corruption in Africa: Keynote Speech at the 3rd Anti- 
Corruption Convention in Kampala, Uganda,” December 2, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=4cbEuwqKKqE.

2	 Ibid.
3	 As quoted by Dwight Vogt, “What’s the Big Deal about Corruption? Applied Biblical 

Worldview,” Disciple Nations Alliance, https://www.disciplenations.org/article/whats-big-deal- 
corruption/.

4	 “People and Corruption: Africa Survey 2015—Global Corruption Barometer,” Trans-
parency International, December 1, 2015, https://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/publica-
tion/people_and_corruption_africa_survey_2015.

5	 Yusufu Turaki, The Trinity of Sin (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 74.
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The multiple cases and embarrassing scale of corruption currently sur-
facing in the report of the Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State 
Capture in South Africa6 (publicly referred to as the Zondo Commission) 
and other related enquiries, placed the Republic of South Africa seventy-third 
out of 180 countries that participated in a Transparency International (TI) 
survey. This survey ranks participating countries according to their perceived 
levels of corruption in the public sector. Based on information emerging 
from the Zondo Commission’s proceedings, political analyst Marianne 
Mertin recently published an article in which she revealed that state capture 
in South Africa during the second term of president Jacob Zuma’s admin-
istration hovers around R1.5 trillion of the budget for 2019:

Put differently: State Capture has wiped out a third of South Africa’s R4.9-trillion 
gross domestic product, or effectively annihilated four months of all labour and 
productivity of all South Africans, from hawkers selling sweets outside schools to 
boardroom jockeys.7

The Corruption Perceptions Index 2018, which gave South Africa a score 
of 43 out of 100, was shared by Corruption Watch. Corruption Watch’s 
executive director, David Lewis, said that “South Africa’s experience of 
state capture was a textbook example of the relationship between corrup-
tion and the undermining of democracy.”8

In a new report, titled Corruption in Uniform: When Cops Become Criminals, 
the civil society group Corruption Watch received 1,440 reports of corrup-
tion against the police between 2012 and 2018 in South Africa, with instances 
of bribery, abuse of power, and failure to act leading the complaints. The 
report released on June 13, 2019, analyzes the claims lodged against the 
South African Police Service (SAPS) with the antigraft group since its 2012 
establishment, describing “alarming levels of corruption” across the country.9 

6	 https://www.sastatecapture.org.za/.
7	 Marianne Merten, “State Capture Wipes out Third of SA’s R4.9-Trillion GDP—Never 

Mind Lost Trust, Confidence, Opportunity,” Daily Maverick, March 1, 2019, https://www.
dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-03-01-state-capture-wipes-out-third-of-sas-r4-9-trillion-
gdp-never-mind-lost-trust-confidence-opportunity/?fbclid=IwAR0TwxZAZimecYx9Y5ie2o-
C5AAFuj4OdejbLrAC7V7blJqXugw39YmPFc94#.XPPIKexVB2J.

8	 Sizwe Orkkonneyoo Banzi, “Global Corruption Survey Releases Devastation Stats of 
Corruption in South Africa,” Daily Trends in South Africa, January 29, 2019, http://www.trends-
daily.co.za/trending/global-corruption-survey-releases-devastation-stats-of-coruption- 
in-south-africa/?fbclid=IwAR2IE8CsG5wcXOfmbmAQM7RhTZCU3ATe5G_wp8A6yUUi-
uSm664l5gXQdwn4.

9	 Greg Nicolson, “Corruption Watch: Bribery, Abuse of Power Lead Reports of Police 
Corruption,” Daily Maverick, June 13, 2019, https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-06- 
13-corruption-watch-bribery-abuse-of-power-lead-reports-of-police-corruption/?tl_in-
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Even though African leaders declared 2018 as the African year of anti- 
corruption, that commitment has not yet translated into concrete progress.10

I. Four Personal Experiences

I have worked for 25 years as a cross-cultural missionary and theological 
educator in one of the old “homelands” in South Africa. In that homeland, 
I was told by locals that the tribal king rules over everything. If you want to 
see him to get permission to work in the area, you first had to respect him 
with a “gift.” I was told, “This is our culture: You won’t get his ears if his 
eyes have not first seen the gift that you have given to his indunas.”

Then, however, I quickly learned that this rule also applies to all other 
levels of government. For instance, we once had a youth group from abroad 
who wanted to come and help a local church erect a church building. The 
local church had to find a suitable site in the township. Even after months 
of struggle, I had not succeeded in finding a site; the local municipality told 
me that all the sites were already taken. When I told the church that I was 
going to inform the group from abroad that we would have to cancel their 
trip and drop the plans for their visit, a lady from the church pleaded that 
we had to give the church one more week to look for a site. After three days 
she phoned me to inform me that she had found a site and that I must go 
with her and the treasurer of the church to the municipal offices to fill out 
all the necessary documents and pay for the site. When I went there, we 
filled out all the formal documents to buy the site, which was sold for a very 
reasonable price. When we got ready to depart, the official asked the lady: 
“Now when do I get my ‘cool drink’ money?” I then realized that she secured 
a site for building a church by offering to pay the municipal clerk a bribe.

An African pastor in another township told me that his church had to pay 
a bribe to a municipal councilor of the ruling political party of the township 
to receive a site to erect the church building and orphanage that they were 
planning to serve their community.

bound=1&tl_groups[0]=80895&tl_period_type=3&utm_medium=email&utm_cam-
paign=Afternoon%20Thing%20Thursday%2013%20June%202019%20Home%20Suite%20
Hotels%20Bristol%20launch%20campaign&utm_content=Afternoon%20Thing%20Thurs-
day%2013%20June%202019%20Home%20Suite%20Hotels%20Bristol%20launch%20cam-
paign+CID_8d9cdf62471e13f51b824eeae9d20662&utm_source=TouchBasePro&utm_ter-
m=Corruption%20Watch%20Bribery%20abuse%20of%20power%20lead%20reports%20
of%20police%20corruption.

10	 Banzi, “Global Corruption Survey Releases Devastation Stats of Corruption in South 
Africa.”
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I once traveled by car from South Africa to Lubumbashi in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo to participate in a conference. A friend warned 
me to make extra copies of all the car’s official documents and take them 
along. He had had the experience of his documents “disappearing” when 
he handed them in at the customs office at the border and then having to 
pay a bribe to be allowed entrance into the country. I am glad that I was 
forewarned because I had the same experience. At one counter in the 
customs office, the official requested my car’s documents and instructed 
me to go and wait at the next counter. At the next counter, the official again 
asked to see my car’s documents. When I told him that I had handed them 
in at the previous counter, he said that he had not received them and made 
it clear that the problem could be solved with some “cool drink” money. He 
was not happy when I pulled another set of copies of the documents from 
my bag and handed them to him and he had to let me proceed without 
paying him “cool drink” money.

Many more such experiences in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Kenya, Uganda, and 
Rwanda have taught me that the culture of bribery and corruption is deeply 
rooted in Africa. These practices have led me to research the worldview and 
especially the traditional African concepts of God that are at the root of 
widespread bribery and corruption.

II. Corruption and Bribery in Various Cultures and Worldviews

Several authors have revealed the influence of worldview and culture on 
poverty, corruption, and bribery in different parts of the world but pointed 
out that it grows from different roots in various cultures.11 Jayson Georges 
explained that guilt, shame, and fear in the worldview of people are the 
moral emotions that they use to organize the distribution of resources be-
tween people.12 With a circle illustration (see Figure 1), Georges visually 
depicts how a person (in the center) acquires essential resources (the outer 
ring), and the three potential emotional barriers to acquisition.

11	 J. A. Van Rooy, “The Christian Gospel as a Basis for Escape from Poverty in Africa,” In 
die Skriflig 33.2 (1999): 235–53; Darrow L. Miller and Stan Guthrie, Discipling Nations: The 
Power of Truth to Transform Cultures (Seattle WA: YWAM Publishing, 1998); B. J. van der Walt, 
Kultuur, lewensvisie en ontwikkeling: ‘n Ontmaskering van die gode van onderontwikkelde Afrika en 
die oorontwikkelde Weste, Reeks F2: No. 76 (Potchefstroom: Wetenskaplike bydraes van die PU 
vir CHO, 1999).

12	 Jayson Georges, The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt, Shame, and Fear Cultures (Kindle Edi-
tion, 2014).
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Dr. Tom Julien, Executive Director Emeritus of Encompass World Part-
ners, summarized it well in his endorsement of Georges’s book:

Sin is the universal malady of mankind. For some cultures sin brings guilt; others 
feel shame; still others, fear. An understanding of the roots of the symptom provides 
the path to the solution, the Lord Jesus Christ.13

It is not the intention of this article to make a comparison between Af-
rican and Western European or Asian ethics on corruption and bribery. 
Traditional European ethics is not superior to traditional African ethics. 
On the contrary, the influence of modern European ethics, with its deeply 
ingrained individualism and disregard for the value of the community and 
for parental authority, is a severe threat to transparency. There is also truth 

13	 Ibid.

Figure 1. Illustration showing how guilt, shame, and fear in the worldview of 
people are the moral emotions they use to organize the distribution of resources 
(Jayson Georges).
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in the argument that colonialism was a selfish exploitation of Africa’s wealth.14 
The reports of Transparency International also reveal even worse statistics 
of corruption and bribery in other parts of the world.15 The corruption 
index of Transparency International shows that the corruption in many 
countries is worse than in South Africa and other African countries.16

Heather Marquette has concluded in several research papers that academ-
ics and activists are unlikely to be able to prove a direct causal relationship 
between religion and corruption—either positive or negative—and certainly 
not with the methodologies employed so far.17 She does acknowledge that 
in many parts of the world, religion maintains a primordial hold on people’s 
values, attitudes, and behavior that democratic institutions simply do not 
have, and for that reason it remains an important potential source of power. 
Unfortunately, she failed to do intensive research on aspects of the tradi-
tional African worldview and especially concepts of God that may open the 
way for corruption and bribery.

This article wants to explore how the traditional African mindset deter-
mines the nature and extent of African responses and views about life in 
general, and specifically how African concepts of God provide roots for 
corruption and bribery. In this regard, it is crucial to acknowledge that the 

14	 The views of Oginga Odinga, a prominent Kenyan politician, deserve more in-depth 
consideration. He was interviewed by Professor Henry Oruka, an expert in the sage philosophy 
or worldview of Africa. Cf. Henry Odera Oruka, Sage Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modern 
Debate on African Philosophy (Leiden: Brill, 1990); Henry Odera Oruka, Oginga Odinga: His 
Philosophy and Beliefs (Nairobi: Initiatives, 1992). Odinga was regarded as a philosophical sage 
who raised critical questions about what people usually take for granted, and he played a vital 
role in the struggle for the independence of his country. However, three decades later, he regard-
ed post-independence as in most cases wasted years and asked for a second liberation—this 
time from not white but black domination. According to him, independence was given formally 
but not in reality. The previous colonial powers still applied indirect economic rule by winning 
the cooperation of greedy African leaders. Real freedom, however, required also cultural and 
economic freedom from the outside world. According to Odinga, the first liberation instead 
brought economic stagnation, mismanagement, inefficiency, a lack of accountability, political 
dictatorship, and more. To him, colonialism was like a naked poison being forced into one’s 
mouth while one is struggling to reject it. Post-independence, on the other hand, is like a poison 
mixed with your favorite drink like greed. But the aim of both was the same.

15	 For a similar perspective, see J. A. van Rooy, “Scriptural Ethical Principles and Traditional 
African Ethics,” In die Skriflig 31.1–2 (1997): 94.

16	 See the graph “Corruption in the World,” in “The 2014 Corruption Perception Index,” 
Eyewitness News, http://ewn.co.za/Media/2014/12/03/The-2014-Corruption-Perceptions-Index.

17	 Heather Marquette, “Whither Morality? ‘Finding God’ in the Fight against Corruption,” 
(International Development Department, School of Government and Society, University of 
Birmingham, Birmingham: Working Paper 41—2010); Heather Marquette, “Corruption, 
Religion and Moral Development,” Pre-print chapter submitted for the Handbook of Research 
on Development and Religion, ed. Matthew Clarke (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, January 2013), 
https://www.academia.edu/2643869/Handbook_of_Research_on_Religion_and_Development.
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religious mindset, conditions, and molds define and shape traditional 
African conceptions, perspectives, beliefs, values, morals, behavior, attitude, 
views, and practices.18

As most of the biblical references to corruption and bribery refer to God’s 
revelation of his character and the relation between him and his people—as 
will be indicated later in this article—the main focus in the summary of 
African traditional religion and worldview will now focus on traditional 
African concepts of God.

III. African Concepts of God and Their Implications for Ethics 
and Stewardship

Although speaking of “African Culture and Worldview” entails an enor-
mous generalization, several researchers have pointed out that there are 
typical aspects of African culture found on the continent of Africa.

Turaki, along with many other scholars, identifies five fundamental be-
liefs that are found throughout Africa as the building blocks of African 
traditional religion, philosophy, and worldview.19 These five fundamental 
theological beliefs in African traditional religion are beliefs in (1) imperson-
al (mystical) powers; (2) belief in spirit beings; (3) belief in divinities/gods; 
(4) belief in a Supreme Being; and (5) belief in a hierarchy of spiritual be-
ings and powers.

Based on his research over many years, J. A. van Rooy also indicated how 
the idea of limited cosmic good is intertwined with the five beliefs listed by 
Turaki.20 Cosmic “good does not refer … in the first place to goods in the 
sense of material possessions, but rather to vital force, power, prestige, in-
fluence, health, and good luck.”21

Although all these fundamental beliefs are related, I will now focus on 
Africa’s belief in a Supreme Being and belief in a hierarchy of spiritual be-
ings and powers. 

It is significant that theologians who defend Africans’ “knowledge” of 
God before the Christian gospel came to Africa base their arguments on the 

18	 In this regard very valuable insights have been gained from Yusufu Turaki, Christianity and 
African Gods: A Method in Theology (Potchefstroom: Scientific Contributions of the Potchef- 
stroom University for Christian Higher Education, 1999).

19	 Turaki, The Trinity of Sin; John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (London: Heine-
mann, 1969); John S. Mbiti, Concepts of God in Africa (London: Heinemann, 1970); Gabriel 
M. Setiloane, African Theology: An Introduction (Johannesburg: Skotaville Publishers, 1986); 
Gabriel M. Setiloane, The Image of God among the Sotho Tswana (Rotterdam: A. Balkema, 1976).

20	 Van Rooy, “The Christian Gospel as a Basis for Escape from Poverty in Africa,” 235–53.
21	 Ibid., 238.
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African belief that God is like a great African chief, so awesome and unap-
proachable that petitioners cannot reach him except through his interme-
diaries. Turaki writes,

The God who is above the lesser gods seems “not to be intimately involved or 
concerned with man’s world. Instead, men seek out the lesser powers to meet their 
desires.” This leads people to turn to impersonal powers, divinities, ancestors, and 
spirit beings for help. God (the Supreme Being) is only occasionally mentioned, 
remembered, or approached.22

This belief seems to foster a form of spirituality that does not stress intimacy 
with God but with the lesser beings, divinities, or ancestors. It weakens the 
development of a robust Christian spirituality and one’s intimate relation-
ship with God. Researchers on African ethical codes23 agree that the

code of norms is not related to any personal communion with God, and therefore has 
a strongly legalistic character. “It is not done,” “It is taboo,” is sufficient motivation 
for declaring an action forbidden. Tradition is sufficient authority. For the same 
reason this code of norms is strongly negative, concerned with what is forbidden 
rather than with positive behaviour.24

Spirituality without a strong sense of the presence of God lacks a strong 
concept of the holiness, righteousness, presence, and intimate care and grace 
of God.25

It follows that the only persons worthy to approach the great chief directly 
are those nearest to him in rank. In the same way, the beings who can 
approach God directly are the glorified ancestors or the great deities who 
are nearest to him. Church leaders of African-initiated churches (AIC) 
then also compare the rituals of sacrifices to deities with the practices of 
sacrifices prescribed in the Pentateuch and Old Testament.26

22	 Yusufu Turaki, “Sharing the Burden of Defending the Gospel,” World Reformed Fellow-
ship, http://wrfnet.org/resources/2008/01/sharing-burden-defending-gospel.

23	 Edmund Ilogu, Christianity and Ibo Culture (Leiden: Brill, 1974); John S. Mbiti, The 
Prayers of African Religion (London: SPCK, 1975); Malcolm J. McVeigh, God in Africa: 
Conceptions of God in African Traditional Religion and Christianity (Cape Cod: Claude Stark, 
1974); Emefie I. Metuh, God and Man in African Religion (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1981); 
Setiloane, The Image of God among the Sotho-Tswana.

24	 Van Rooy, “Scriptural Ethical Principles and Traditional African Ethics,” 95.
25	 Turaki, The Trinity of Sin, 25.
26	 Nicolas Nyawuza has shown through empirical research how many pastors of AIC churches 

use Numbers 19 to include typical traditional African cleansing rituals (called hlambulula in the 
isiZulu language) in their Christian worship services. Cf. Nicolas Nyawuza, “Purification in an 
African Context from a Missio-Dei Perspective: Empowering Pastors of African Independent 
Churches at Leandra to Interpret the Cleansing Tituals of Numbers 19 from a Christ-Centred 
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Harry Sawyerr, a Catholic Church Canon, writes,

First of all, we must remember that life among Africans is communal and therefore 
we must accept the notion that their God is thought of in terms of the communal 
system to which they belong. …

In relation to this, we have to bear in mind that, in African communities, there 
is a clear practice of rule by kings or chiefs, and that these chiefs are not easily 
approachable and are therefore reached only through intermediaries. For all prac-
tical purposes, the chief is distant from ordinary men. Even if the chief is present, a 
petitioner would request the intermediary to pass his plea to the chief.27

Sawyerr then suggests that the African’s attitude to God is a reflection of his 
experience of his relationship with his chiefs, influenced in certain respects 
by his attitude to the ancestral spirits.28

Van Rooy argues that “since the cosmic good is limited,” Africans believe 
that

the amount of good possessed or controlled by a particular person or people can 
only be increased at the expense of others. … Power and influence may be legitimately 
increased by a chief or leader, since such persons are regarded as the incorporation 
of the communal good, the pivotal point of the vital force of the group. This idea is 
projected onto prestigious church leaders.29

This is the same projection that often happens with leaders in prosperity 
gospel churches. Africans believe that it is the right of a chief to be wealthy 
and that the more they sacrifice themselves to enrich the chief or tribal 
leader, the more they themselves will have life force.

Rooy adds,

Power is sought for its own sake, not for doing good to anyone else, but only for 
doing good to oneself. This not only implies that people seek power for themselves, 
but also that people admire power for its own sake, and are impressed with power 
more than anything else. People do not admire self-sacrifice or devotion to noble 
ideals. They tend to regard that as foolishness, or suspect people who maintain 
those principles and follow those ideals of having sinister hidden motives. In an 
ethic where power has become the highest norm, suffering for what is good and 
right and noble does not make sense. Moral good as conformation to a universal 

Redemptive Perspective: A Case Study” (Master’s diss., Campus of the North-West University, 
Potchefstroom, 2013).

27	 As quoted by Leonard Nyirongo, The Gods of Africa or the Gods of the Bible? The Snares of 
African Traditional Religion in Biblical Perspective, Series F2: Brochures of the Institute for 
Reformational Studies 70 (Potchefstroom: Scientific Contributions of the Potchefstroom 
University for Christian Higher Education, 1997), 16.

28	 Ibid.
29	 Van Rooy, “The Christian Gospel as a Basis for Escape from Poverty in Africa,” 238.
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norm for the common good or for the sake of obedience to God does not make 
sense [in traditional African thinking]. …

One of the manifestations in Africa of this obsession with power for its own sake 
is the many dictatorships, presidents-for-life and perhaps even the many one-party 
states. There are still many dictatorships in Africa, and African peoples put up with 
whatever these dictators do with a remarkable degree of long-suffering, because the 
power of these people impresses them.30

African Christians sometimes believe that they share in the power and 
prestige of the big chief. Therefore, chiefs or people higher up in the hierarchy 
will seldom be held accountable for corruption and bribery.

In Africa ethical norms, rules of conduct, are not regulated according to a supposed 
divine law, but according to several other principles, such as the striving after power, 
the balance of cosmic good, obedience to the ancestors and their traditions.31

In his research on poverty in Africa, van Rooy came to the following 
conclusion: 

I would venture to say that, if all other factors change for the better, and this factor 
of an unbiblical worldview does not change, Africa will remain chained in poverty. 
On the other hand, if none of the other factors change, but this one factor does 
change radically, Africa can become a shining example of freedom from poverty.32

IV. God’s Self-Revelation, Corruption, and Bribery

It is significant that when God introduces himself and his character, he 
immediately refers to bribery:

The Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the 
awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe. He executes justice for the 
fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing.” 
(Deut 10:17–18 esv)

On the one hand, his absolute sovereignty, majesty, and holiness are intro-
duced: He is “God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and 
awesome.” On the other hand, he has tender care for the fatherless, the 
widow, and the sojourner, and for their daily needs. Such a description does 
not admit to the reality of other gods but emphasizes the absolute 

30	 Ibid., 244.
31	 Ibid., 249.
32	 Ibid., 251.
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uniqueness and incomparability of the Lord and his exclusive right to sov-
ereignty over his people (cf. Deut 3:24; 4:35, 39). As Lord over all, he 
cannot be enticed or coerced into any partiality through influence peddling 
(v. 17) and is the special advocate of defenseless persons who are so often 
victims of such unscrupulous behavior (v. 18).33

The standard commentary of Carl Keil and Franz Delitzsch summarizes 
as follows:

To set forth emphatically the infinite greatness and might of God, Moses describes 
Jehovah the God of Israel as the “God of gods,” i.e., the supreme God, the essence of 
all that is divine, of all divine power and might (cf. Psalm 136:2),—and as the “Lord 
of lords,” i.e., the supreme, unrestricted Ruler (“the only Potentate,” 1 Timothy 6:15), 
above all powers in heaven and on earth, “a great King above all gods” (Psalm 
95:3). Compare Revelation 17:14 and Revelation 19:16, where these predicates are 
transferred to the exalted Son of God, as the Judge and Conqueror of all dominions 
and powers that are hostile to God. The predicates which follow describe the unfold-
ing of the omnipotence of God in the government of the world, in which Jehovah 
manifests Himself as the great, mighty, and terrible God (Psalm 89:8), who does 
not regard the person (cf. Leviticus 19:15), or accept presents (cf. Deuteronomy 
16:19), like a human judge.34

The fear of God and transparency before people are criteria for godly 
leadership avoiding corruption and bribery. The words of Exodus 18:21 are 
clear:

Moreover, look for able men from all the people, men who fear God, who are trust-
worthy and hate a bribe, and place such men over the people as chiefs of thousands, 
of hundreds, of fifties, and of tens. (Exod 18:21 esv; emphasis added)

As Douglas Stuart comments on this text, “Contrary to the Israelite priest-
hood or the ancient Near Eastern monarchy, the Israelite judiciary was to 
be appointed on the basis of honesty and ability rather than occupy an office 
automatically by reason of being born into a hereditary role.”35 Keil and 
Delitzsch add, Moses “was to select able men (אַנְשֵׁי חַיִל, men of moral 
strength, 1 Kings 1:52) as judges, men who were God-fearing, sincere, and 
unselfish (gain-hating).”36

33	 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, NAC 4 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 
203–4.

34	 Carl F. Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament (repr., Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1996), 1:899.

35	 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, NAC 2 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2006). 418.
36	 Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:377.
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The primary meaning of the fear of God is veneration and honor, rever-
ence, and awe. John Murray writes, “The fear of God is the soul of godli-
ness.”37 It is the attitude that elicits from our hearts adoration and love, 
reverence and honor, focusing with awe not primarily upon the wrath of God 
but upon the majesty, holiness, amazing love, forgiveness, and transcendent 
glory. This concept is often given as a key to a holistic godly life and is not 
an option, as the following passages show:

•	 “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov 9:10 esv)
•	 Live in the fear of the Lord always (Prov 23:17)
•	 “Fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matt 10:28 esv)
•	 In all things obey, fearing the Lord (Col 3:22)
•	 “Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, 

live your lives as strangers in reverent fear” (1 Pet 1:17 niv)

True fear of God is a childlike fear. The Puritan Wilhelmus à Brakel speaks 
of a filial fear that children have for their parents: “They cannot bear to hear 
someone speak a dishonouring word about their parents; it grieves them at 
their heart and they will defend them with all their might.”38

To fear God is a combination of holy respect and glowing love. It is at the 
same time 

•	 a consciousness of being in the presence of true Greatness and Majesty,
•	 a thrilling sense of privilege,
•	 an overflow of respect and admiration,
•	 and perhaps supremely, a sense that God’s opinion about my life is the 

only thing that really matters.

To someone who fears God, his fatherly approval means everything, and 
to lose it is the greatest of all griefs. To fear God is to have a heart that is 
sensitive to both his God-ness and his graciousness. It means to experience 
great awe and a profound joy simultaneously, understanding who God is 
and what he has done for us.

37	 John Murray, Principles of Conduct: Aspects of Biblical Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1957), 229.

38	 Wilhelmus à Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service (Escondido, CA: The Ephesians 
Four Group, 1999), 2:430.
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1. Childlike Fear of God Produces Integrity
Nehemiah is described as a model of integrity. The governors of his time 
reigned through bribery and corruption. Nehemiah 5:15 says that the pre-
ceding governors “placed a heavy burden on the people …. Their assistants 
also lorded it over the people. However, out of the fear of God, [he] did not 
act like that” (niv). Where leaders share this sense of awareness that we live 
coram Deo, before the face of God, a new honesty will mark their speech and 
make them stand out in the world.

2. An Antidote to the Fear of Others
A holy fear is a source of joy (Ps 2:11) and a fountain of life (Prov 14:27). 
Therefore it produces boldness and bravery. In times of persecution, the 
fear of God will dominate the fear of man and cause God’s children to 
speak out, although fear of man bids them be silent (Acts 4:18–21). Many 
Christians are afraid to show that they are followers of Christ. Here is the 
answer to our lack of courage in witness! Following his exhortation in 
Matthew 10:28, Jesus says, “But if anyone publicly denies me, I will openly 
deny him before my Father in heaven” (Matt 10:33 tlb). The great reformers 
in history all acted with undaunted bravery. For example, friend and foe 
alike said of John Knox that he feared no man because he feared God.

3. Violation of Covenantal Identity and God’s Curse
When Moses and the priests spoke to the assembled multitude on the brink 
of their entrance to the promised land, they reminded them that they are 
the people of the Lord and that it was for this reason that their obedience 
was so crucial (Deut 27:9–10). In the list of curses that follow violation of 
specific covenant stipulations, they are specifically warned about the serious-
ness of the consequences of bribery: “‘Cursed be anyone who takes a bribe 
to shed innocent blood.’ And all the people shall say, ‘Amen’” (Deut 27:25).

Because bribery is such a grave sin before God, Samuel called him in as 
witness that he had absolute transparency and never took bribes, and the 
people affirmed God as a witness. A living and existential relationship with 
Yahweh is the real antidote against corruption and bribery: 

Here I am; testify against me before the Lord and before his anointed. Whose ox 
have I taken? Or whose donkey have I taken? Or whom have I defrauded? Whom 
have I oppressed? Or from whose hand have I taken a bribe to blind my eyes with 
it? Testify against me and I will restore it to you.” They said, “You have not defraud-
ed us or oppressed us or taken anything from any man’s hand.” And he said to them, 
“The Lord is witness against you, and his anointed is witness this day, that you have 
not found anything in my hand.” And they said, “He is witness.” (1 Sam 12:3–5 esv)
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Other biblical texts confirm this teaching on bribery. In the defense of 
his righteousness before God, Job also claimed that he never took bribes 
from anyone (cf. Job 6:22). Only a person “who does not put out his money at 
interest and does not take a bribe against the innocent, is allowed to sojourn 
in [God’s] tent [and] dwell on [his] holy hill” (Ps 15:1). In the book of Prov-
erbs bribery is described as wicked: “The wicked accepts a bribe in secret 
to pervert the ways of justice” (Prov 17:23). Bribery is both acknowledged 
(Prov 17:8) and warned against (Prov 15:27) in the wisdom tradition, and it 
is condemned in the Law (Exod 23:8; Deut 16:19). It is a temptation that 
can overcome even the wise.39

The admonitions do not appear only in biblical texts; many ancient Near 
Eastern wisdom (particularly Egyptian) texts affirm that those who hold 
political power should shun all corrupt practices. “Still, when people see 
how pervasive abuse of political power is, that it is indeed so common that 
it is impossible to function in politics without being tainted, bribery also 
undoes the work of wisdom in that it corrupts the heart.”40

When the prophet Isaiah summons God’s people into a courtroom, so to 
speak, he begins his message by summoning the heavens and the earth to 
witness to the charges God has against his people.41 In this context, Isaiah 
underscores the seriousness of corruption and bribery as rebellion against 
God, and God is represented as burdened with their crimes. God has been 
pained and grieved by their crimes; his patience has been put to its utmost 
trial. Now he seeks relief by inflicting punishment on them.42

Your princes are rebels and companions of thieves. Everyone loves a bribe and runs 
after gifts. They do not bring justice to the fatherless, and the widow’s cause does 
not come to them. Therefore the Lord declares, the Lord of hosts, the Mighty One 
of Israel: “Ah, I will get relief from my enemies and avenge myself on my foes.” 
(Isa 1:23–24)43

When Paul paints a whole downward spiral of corrupt Christian leaders, 
he emphasizes the necessity of godliness with contentment because

39	 Roland Murphy, Ecclesiastes, WBC 23A (Dallas: Word, 1992), 64.
40	 Duane A. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, NAC 14 (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman, 1993), 320.
41	 Terry R. Briley, Isaiah (Joplin, MO: College Press, 2000–2004), 39.
42	 Johann P. Lange, Philip Schaff, C. W. E. Nägelsbach, S. T. Lowrie, and D. A. Moore, 

Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Isaiah (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software. 2008), 49.
43	 Cf. also Isaiah 5:23; 33:15; Amos 5:12; Micah 3:11–12; 7:3 to see how the prophets 

declare the anger of God against the corruption and bribery of leaders in Judah and Israel.
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those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless 
and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of 
money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered 
away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs.” (1 Tim 6:2–10 esv)

This is part and parcel of Christian servant leadership that is needed to 
avoid corruption, bribery, and bad leadership that exploits and manipulates 
followers for personal gain.

Conclusion

God reveals himself as the sovereign God. He does not need anything from 
any creature he has created. Therefore, no man or spirit can bribe him 
(Deut 10:17). His aseity makes him radically different from traditional Afri-
can concepts of the Supreme Being. In his aseity, “he has his existence in 
and through himself (a se), rather than being dependent in any way on an-
other for his existence.”44

Louis Berkhof provides a good overview of the issue:

Reformed theologians quite generally substituted the Latin word aseitas, meaning 
self-originated with the word independentia (independence), as expressing, not 
merely that God is independent in His Being, but also that He is independent in 
everything else: in His virtues, decrees, works, and so on. … As the self-existent 
God, He is not only independent in Himself, but also causes everything to depend 
on Him. This self-existence of God finds expression in the name Jehovah. It is only 
as the self-existent and independent One that God can give the assurance that He 
will remain eternally the same in relation to His people.45

Berkhof further explains the aseitas of God as follows:

Additional indications of it are found in the assertion in John 5:26, “For as the Father 
hath life in Himself, even so gave He to the Son also to have life in Himself”; in the 
declaration that He is independent of all things and that all things exist only through 
Him, Ps. 94:8 ff.; Isa. 40:18 ff.; Acts 7:25; and in statements implying that He is 
independent in His thought, Rom. 11:33, 34, and in His will, Dan. 4:35; Rom. 9:19; 
Eph. 1:5; Rev. 4:11, in His power, Ps. 115:3, and in His counsel, Ps. 33:11.46

44	 Alan W. Gomes, “Glossary 1: Technical Terminology,” in William G. T. Shedd, Dogmatic 
Theology, ed. Alan W. Gomes, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2003), 952.

45	 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1938), 58.
46	 Ibid.
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Wayne Grudem provides further helpful comments on the topic:

Scripture in several places teaches that God does not need any part of creation in 
order to exist or for any other reason. God is absolutely independent and self- 
sufficient. Paul proclaims to the men of Athens, “The God who made the world and 
everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by 
man, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself 
gives to all men life and breath and everything” (Acts 17:24–25). In this way God’s 
self-revelation is the starting point of Paul’s proclamation of God over against any 
traditional thinking of God.

God asks Job, “Who has given to me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under 
the whole heaven is mine” (Job 41:11). No one has ever contributed to God anything 
that did not first come from God who created all things. Similarly, we read God’s 
word in Psalm 50, “every beast of the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. 
I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the field is mine. If I were hungry, 
I would not tell you; for the world and all that is in it is mine” (Ps. 50:10–12).47

Biblical ethics and the fight against widespread corruption and bribery 
must flow from humans created in the image of God and therefore have to 
reflect God’s character of holiness and justice. To strike to the deepest roots 
of corruption and bribery in Africa, it is essential to study and proclaim 
God’s revelation of himself in Africa over against traditional African concepts 
of God. Only when people develop an intimate personal relationship of a 
childlike fear of God will they have the spiritual and moral strength to fight 
corruption and bribery.

47	 Wayne Grudem, “Independence of God,” Monergism, 2018, https://www.monergism.
com/independence-god.


