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Abstract 

Language is a powerful tool in human 

communication. Culture is also a core aspect of 

human life. In fact, language is a product of culture. 

The failure to locate culture as the strongest index 

in the centrality of language use among individual 

language users in a connected speech within a 

particular speech community is a cankerworm that 

has militated against the appropriate use of 

language in today’s society. This is as a result of 

the fact that language and culture are inseparable. 

Proverbs are products of the human cultures 

because they are witty statements loaded with 

implicit truths. Culturally, proverbs can be used to 

address virtually all human situations. Using a total 

of six proverbs, selected through purposive random 

sampling technique and the descriptive qualitative 

method of analysis as framework, the study 

espoused relevance, contextual interpretation, 

themes and symbols as linguistic tools employed by 

Bishop Samuel Ogundeji in the presentation of his 

homily.  Findings showed that proverbial 

expressions are needed in Christian homilies. The 

preacher in this study embellishes his sermon with 

proverbs in order to engender a level of cultural 
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affiliation with the listeners and the paper 

concludes that proverbs are the identifying markers 

in the utterances of interlocutors of a particular 

language. The study recommended the use of 

proverbs as a persuasive strategy because many 

listeners are attracted to expressions they can 

relate with their sociocultural background. 

 

 

Introduction 

Language is a tool for communication. It is a powerful tool used in every human 

society. Okata (2016), defines language as “the vehicle that transports feelings 

emotions, ideas, thoughts processes etc from one entity to another. This could 

be sign language, written language, body language and other paralinguistic 

means of communication which must be acceptable by members of a 

community for the purpose of communication.” (p. 171). In other words, 

language is a product of a society. According to Ngozi and Festus (2016), 

“Language and culture are inseparably linked.” (P. 1). 

The study of language goes beyond the branches of linguistics which are 

phonology- the study of sound system of language, morphology- the study of 

word formation processes, syntax-the study of sentence structures and 

semantics- the study of meaning in utterances. The Sociolinguistic study of 

language examines the sociocultural background of an utterance before 

meaning can be derived. By sociolinguistics here, we simply refer to the 

language and society. The idea of Sociolinguistics is that some expressions 

cannot be analysed or interpreted outside culture because language is a product 

of the society (Okata 2019). The language and society here entails, setting (this 

answers questions such as where), participants (who are the speakers involved 

in a speech event), end (what is the purpose of the discussion) acts (what are 

speech acts involved here), key (what is the emotional tone or mood of the 

speaker) instrumentalities (the means of conveying messages between the 

participants), norm (the norm refers to the shared knowledge or mutual 

intelligibility of the speakers) 

Proverbs 



 

Page 96   IJCER Vol. 20 (8) 2020 ISSN – 2080-4909 

 

Etymologically, the word proverb stems from the Greek word “paroimia” 

meaning ‘way’. Generally, the term proverb simply refers to wise-sayings or 

words of wisdom of a particular culture.  Longman’s English Dictionary (2003) 

defines proverb as “a short well known statement that gives advice, or express 

something that is very true”. Thus Proverbs are regarded as the oil that 

interlocutors use to eat words. Every member of a speech community has 

sometimes cultivated the habit of engaging in language dynamics through the 

use of proverbial expressions which is based on the fact that human language is 

not static but dynamic in nature. Proverbs constitute a core aspect of human life. 

In Africa, proverbs constitute a representation of African sensibilities and 

ideologies. These characteristics of proverbial expressions have precipitated the 

choice of certain Yoruba proverbs as data analysis for this paper. There exist 

numerous studies on proverbs which range from, syntactic analysis of proverbs, 

pragmatic analysis of proverbial expressions, and discourse analysis of Yoruba 

proverbs which focused on the nature and meanings of the proverbs.  (See  

Ehineni 2016, Zachariyah 2016 Mensah 2017). However, there seems not to be 

much studies on the sociolinguistic investigation of Yoruba proverbs in 

Christian Homily. This gap is what the present paper is geared to bridge.   

Hence, this paper carries out a descriptive qualitative analysis of Yoruba 

proverb usage in a selected church sermon with the view to explore the 

contextual interpretation of the proverbs with special emphasis on translation, 

pragmatic meaning, symbols and relevance. 

 

Christian Homily 

The term Homiletics can simply be defined as the art or practice of preaching 

sermon. Etymologically, the word stems from the Greek word homilia which 

signifies conversation, or mutual talk. Similarly, the word sermon stems from 

the Latin word sermo and it is closely related to conversation, talk or discussion. 

Homiletics can further be described as the art or act of writing or preaching 

sermons that are scripturally or doctrinally based on the Christianity. According 

to Fry (1901), Homiletics is purely a theologically based discipline that is 

concerned with how Christian preachers utilize some theological principles to 

construct liturgical and Scriptural teachings. Homiletics on the other hand is a 

branch of theology which teaches the principles and rules according to which 

sermons are prepared and delivered. This field of study is basically concerned 
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with how Christian teachers or preachers prepare and deliver sermons to the 

congregation. Therefore, the term Homiletics is purely a theological field of 

study. .  

 

Nature of Yoruba Proverbs 

The Yoruba people cherish proverbial expressions and her culture is rich in the 

use of proverbs. There is always a proverb that captures a particular idea or 

situation. In fact, the definition of a proverb can be explained using a proverb. 

In this sense when we have a question like what is proverb? The question can 

be answered using a proverb 

“Owe ni esin oro, oro ni esin owe, bi oro ba sonu, owe ni a 

fin n wa” 

Translation: Proverb is the horse of an expression/word, 

word is also the horse of proverbs, when a word is lost, 

proverb finds it out.” 

 

The Yoruba people strongly believe that a proverb is the strength and beauty 

(horse) of conversation. It is the flower that is used in garnishing talks. 

Generally, apart from the fact that a horse is an animal, it is one of the fastest 

means of transportation during the pre-colonial period. It was often used by 

warriors, royalty, chiefs etc. It is a symbol of strength, wealth and beauty. 

Similarly this symbol is used to reflect the concept of proverbs. In this 

perspective, when we are short of words or when we are speechless, proverbs 

help us to find the right set of words to use in an instance of perplexity. It is 

however very important to note that in a typical Yoruba setting elderly men and 

women are considered to be an embodiment of ancient wisdom, ideas as well 

as custodians of knowledge. Hence, the use of proverbs tends to be more in the 

utterances of the elderly 

 

Yoruba Proverbs Types 

Yoruba proverbs have different types, as used in different contexts for different 

purposes. Basically, Yoruba proverbs can be classified based on the functions 

they perform and their sociocultural theme. Sodipe and Odejobi (1984)  

classified Yoruba proverbs into five major categories thus; 

i. Proverbs of Advice 
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ii. Proverbs of Explanation 

iii. Proverbs of Encouragement 

iv. Proverbs of Warning 

v. Proverbs of Rebuke 

 

Features of Yoruba Proverbs 

Yoruba proverbs are used to address various issues. These may be delicate, 

serious or sympathetic. Each Yoruba proverbs have a number of features that 

enables it to communicate something based on the mutual intelligibility of the 

speaker(s) and participant(s). These features include Relevance, Contextual 

Interpretation, Sociocultural Theme and Symbol.  

Relevance: The relevance here refers to the relatedness a proverbial expression 

has with the issue being discussed. For a Yoruba speaker to use a proverb there 

must have been a prior discussion which the speaker will use to buttress what is 

being said in order to pass across the intended message in the most effective 

manner. 

Contextual Interpretation: This simply refers to the contextual meaning of a 

proverb. It refers to the meaning of a proverb within its context of use. Context 

refers to the situation, within which language functions. According to Firth 

(1957) in Okata, Gift.and Okata, Susan (2020) “context is the foundation of any 

linguistic enterprise because "normal linguistic behaviour as a whole is meaning 

effort, directed towards the maintenance of appropriate patterns of individual’s 

life". Since every utterance occurs within a "culturally determined context of 

situation" meaning is tied to that context about the speaker and the ways he 

perceives himself, his roles in the society and his relationship with other 

members of the society. We shall examine the various types of contexts as 

follows; 

1. Physical Context 

Under the physical context of pragmatics, we have; the participants, the 

activities, the place and the time, 

a.        Participants 

The first issue here is to find out who the participants are; their 

chronological status- boys or men, girls or women or old people. 

Is the sex relevant to meaning or understanding; male or female? 

Then comes the social status of the participants. Are they royal 
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blood, Aristotle, middle class, high class, city people, villagers, or 

the poor masses? 

Perhaps the participants' occupation or profession could be the 

key to understanding. Are they farmers, artisans, technicians, 

traders, teachers, preachers or medical doctors? 

b.        Activities 

An on-going activity calls for its language use. So also, an activity 

may be going on while the' interlocutors may be engaged in a 

discussion on a topic different from the on-going activity. Are 

they making merry, playing a game on the field or a newspaper? 

The physical activity going on in the situation has a vital role to 

play in the understanding of the message. 

c.        The Place 

The place where a speech act is going on can be a major 

determinant of its message or meaning. This agrees with physical 

setting. Is the speech act going on in a market place among 

traders, in an airport between a patient and a doctor, or in a school 

between a pupil and a teacher? 

d.     The Time 

The time a speech act takes place can be used in determining what 

language is being used for. What time of the day is the speech 

event; is it- morning, afternoon or night? A rainy season or a dry 

season? Is it recent or has it take quite a long while. 

2.        Socio-cultural Context 

According to Osisanwo (2003), a language belongs to a speech 

community and it is used for purposes of communication. However, the 

same language now spreads out to different socio-cultural areas across 

the world. English and French are good examples. Even within the same 

country, as long as there are different ethnic groups speaking that 

particular language, it is exposed to different socio-cultural backgrounds. 

People from different socio-cultural backgrounds are likely to have 

different beliefs, habits value systems, cultural heritage and religion. 

Speech acts that are socio-culturally based will need a reliance on 

adequate interpretation. 

3.        Psychological Context 
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This looks at what exactly is the state of mind of the interlocutors are? Is 

it that of sadness, joy, anger, happiness, boredom, excitement or 

bitterness? Sometimes utterances made may not easily reflect the state 

of the mind on the surface but sometimes through the unspoken form of 

language, the analyst or listeners succeeds in discovering the exact state 

of the mind of the speakers.  

4.        Linguistic Context 

When an elder is talking to his younger ones and uses many proverbs 

and parables, he might be saying very important things, but using 

figurative language to coat them. If the listeners do not understand the 

proverbs or the parables, the meaning is lost. The analyst has a duty to 

examine the language usage for any peculiarity. His choice of words or 

syntactic types may be the tool he is using for coding the message 

especially. The context of every utterance is expected to be objective in 

nature and comprise the actual fact about the speaker’s time, place and 

possible world in which it occurs. Some scholars such as Stalker see 

context as basically subjective: a matter of common ground: that is, 

shared beliefs that serves as a common presupposition for interpretation 

of assertion. 

 

Sociocultural theme: This refers to the delicate issues a proverb addresses. 

These issues include appreciation, death, hard work etc. Every Yoruba proverb 

has its own theme.   

Symbols: Symbols stands for the use of simple objects to represent larger ideas 

or concepts.  

 

Methodology 

The Descriptive qualitative method of analysis was employed in order to 

foreground hidden messages within the Yoruba proverbs. This is in consonance 

with the works of Creswell (1998) and Moleong (2003) on descriptive 

qualitative method of research. The data for analysis was retrieved from a 

church sermon. The unit of analysis for this research work were selected Yoruba 

proverbs that had been extracted from a Christian homily, specifically the 

sermon of Bishop Samuel Ogundeji during a burial service.  A total of 10 (ten) 

Yoruba proverbs were retrieved from this sermon.  Using the purposive random 

sampling technique, only six (6) Yoruba proverbs were selected. This selection 

is based on the fact that the preacher’s sermon is heavily loaded with deep 

rooted cultural proverbs (Yoruba). The researcher labeled the proverbs datum 

1-6. The choice of six Yoruba proverbs was precipitated by the desire to carry 

out a detailed analysis.  
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Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The focus of this study is on Yoruba proverbs in a Christian homily. A homily 

(Christian) is a religious talk which is delivered in order to give advice on how 

to behave. It is a religious talk that explains the stipulated expectations from 

members of a particular religion. In this study, the homily being considered is 

oral.   The analysis of the selected data is as follows: 

 

Analysis and Interpretation 

1. “AwonYoobani: atiranmugangankoseyineekana” 

TRANSLATION- The rhythmic sound of the talking-drum is 

produced by the manipulation ofthe fingers. 

2. “AwonYoobani: kikeretiaberekereki se peirin tan bi ni bi ti won ti 

n ro” 

TRANSLATION-The small size of a needle is not a reflection of 

insufficient steel     

3. “Won nib’inabaku a f’erub’oju bi Ogedebaku; a fi omo re ropo “ 

TRANSLATION-The cindering ashes is a replacement for the 

raging fire while the banana tree is replaced by its offshoot 

 

Tabular Analysis of Datum 1-3 

Data Settin
g 

Participants End Act Key Instrumen
t 

Norm Genre 

Datu
m 1 

Church Bishop 

(speaker) and 

the 

congregation ( 

listeners) 

This 

proverb is 

used by the 

Bishop to 

appreciate 

God for 

sparing the 

life of 

everyone 

present. 

Appreciatin

g 

 

The tone 

is a tone 

of 

appraisa

l 

 

verbal  Church 

sermo

n 

Religious 

discours

e 

Datu
m 2 

Church Bishop 

(speaker) and 

the 

congregation ( 

listeners) 

This 

proverb is 

used by the 

Bishop to 

appreciate 

God and the 

clergy for 

the 

privilege 

Thanking The tone 

is a tone 

of 

humility 

and 

respect 

Verbal Church 

sermo

n 

 

Religious 

discours

e 
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given to him 

to minister.  

Datu
m 3 

Church Bishop(speake

r) and the 

congregation ( 

listeners) 

This 

proverb is 

used by the 

Bishop to 

congratulat

e the 

daughter of 

the 

deceased 

Greeting The tone 

is a tone 

of 

sincerity 

Verbal Church 

sermo

n 

Religious 

discours

e 

 

Discussion of Datum 1 

Theme: The theme of this proverb is appreciation.  

Relevance: Here, the preacher gives the first reason for thanking God. He 

makes his listeners to understand the fact that without God they cannot be alive 

as God is the one behind the scene. Therefore the rhythmic sound produced by 

the talking drum is the manipulation of the nails. 

Contextual Interpretation: This proverb simply implies that for every 

successful or commendable act, there is someone behind the scene 

Symbol: In this proverb, sounds here refers to the air humans breathe, the 

talking drum refers to humans while fingernail refers to the Almighty God. God 

here is seen as the one in control and the one behind the scene.   

 

Discussion of Datum 2  

Theme: The theme of this proverb is also appreciation. 

Relevance: The preacher uses this proverb to buttress the fact that it is a rare 

privilege for him to stand before the congregation to minister because there are 

other seasoned ministers of God but the clergy decides to give him the 

opportunity as he stated “Somebody else could have done it, it’s just a privilege 

I have”.  

Contextual Interpretation: This proverb simply implies that one must give 

honour to whom it is due. 

Symbol: The ‘abere’ refers to a small sewing needle. The smallness is actually 

needed to make it effective and the smallness is not a reflection of insufficient 

steel. In essence, the needle that is created by the toolmaker has a particular 

purpose as it not a reflection of inadequate steel.  
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Discussion of Datum 3 

Theme: The theme of this proverb is replacement.  

Contextual Interpretation: It simply means that every position occupied in 

life is replaceable.  

Relevance: The Bishop expresses his hearty congratulation to the daughter of 

the deceased because he sees it as a privilege to be alive to bury one’s mother. 

He therefore implores her to be grateful to God for the privilege of being alive 

to bury her mother.  

Symbol: This is in relation to the fact that naturally, ashes replace fire so also a 

banana tree is replaced by its sucker. Similarly, a child replaces his/her parent 

in life.   

 

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF DATUM 4-6 

4. “Ori alaaru o ni buru titi ki ile o ma su” 

TRANSLATION-No matter how ill-fated a load carrier is, there 

would always be twilight 

5. “Enit’o jagun t’osegun ni laagun” 

TRANSLATION- There is no victory without sweat 

6.  “Won ni: ki alagbara sora lodo alagbada, ki alagbada ma ba a gbe  

alagbara subu”.  

TRANSLATION-Let the powerful beware of the one wearing a 

flowing robe so that the one wearing a flowing gown will not 

orchestrate the downfall of the powerful 

 

Tabular Analysis of Datum 4-6 

Data Setting Participants Ends Acts Key Instrument Norm Genre 

Datum 4 Church Bishop and 

the 

congregation 

This proverb to 

warn the 

listeners that 

death is in 

evitable 

Warning Jocular Verbal Church 

sermon 

Religious 

discourse 

Datum 5 Church Bishop and 

the 

congregation 

To show that 

there is no 

shortcut to 

success 

Advising Serious Verbal Church 

sermon 

Religious 

discourse 

Datum 6 Church Bishop and 

the 

congregation 

This proverb is 

used to 

emphasize the 

Warning Jocular Verbal Church 

sermon 

Religious 

discourse 
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fact that pride 

goes before a 

fall.  

 

 

Discussion of Datum 4 

Theme: The theme of this proverb is fate.  

Contextual Interpretation: This proverb implies that death is inevitable.  

Relevance: The preacher explains that death does not have a specific time but 

can come to an individual at anytime. According to him, “It is not how long you 

live that matters...”  

Symbol:  In this proverb, the load carrier automatically refers to humans, the 

load refers to the ups and downs of life and the twilight simply refers to death  

Discussion of Datum 5 

Theme: The theme of this proverb is hard work.  

Contextual Interpretation: The interpretation is that nothing good comes 

easily.   

Relevance: Here, he explains that victory does not come freely as it does not 

come on a platter of gold. He explains that for one to tell a victorious or success 

story there must have been series of conscious effort. 

Symbol: Victory in this sense is related to celebration of life and achievement 

while sweat simply symbolizes hard work. Sweat is therefore a symbol of 

victory and hard work   

 

Discussion of Datum 6 

Theme: The theme of this proverb is pride. It is a form of tongue-twister.  

Contextual Interpretation: This proverb simply means that pride goes before 

a fall.  

Relevance: The preacher stresses the fact that pleasures and positions are 

temporary and every individual should live a careful life and one should always 

consider the future. According to him, “whatever position you have acquired 

somebody was there before. Pride goes before a fall. ” The proverb therefore 

seek to warn the powerful to beware of the one wearing a flowing as the flowing 

dress can cause the downfall   of the one who thinks he or she is the most 

powerful 
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Symbol: In a typical Yoruba setting, Alagbara refers to a powerful person, 

usually a person possess physical, intellectual or spiritual power while Alagbada 

is a man who wears a long flowing. 

 

Conclusion 

The study concludes, among others, that Yoruba proverbs serve as a strong 

persuasive mechanism and a viable source of data as it relates to homilies in the 

Christian religion. Proverbs, in general, provide a useful source of data. The 

study recommended that the use of proverbs as a persuasive strategy should be 

encouraged because many listeners are attracted to expressions they can relate 

with their sociocultural background. Preachers are encouraged to make use of 

relevant proverbial expressions from their listeners to as to engender an 

appreciable degree of sociocultural backing.   
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