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Introduction 
ccording to Mbiti (1969:57), African 

traditional religion simply means any 

religion, native to Africa. Africans thought 

every happening in the materials world is controlled 

from the spiritual world and that when things run out 

of their normal course on earth, something has 

already gone wrong from man's end. It is 

generally believed among Africans that sin and the 

anger of an offended divinity are the cause of 

various ills and calamities incidental to human life. 
To avert these ills and to restore a healthy relationship, 

the practice of sacrifices is found all over Africa. By this 

practice, material or physical things are given to god 

and other spiritual beings. This act marks the point 

where the visible and the invisible worlds met, and 

shows man's intention to perfect himself into the visible 

world. The New Encyclopedia Britannica (1973:128) 

defines sacrifice as a religious rile in which an object is 

offered to a divinity in order to establish, maintain or 

restore a right relationship of man to the sacred order. 

It is a complex phenomenon that has been found in 
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ABSTRACT 
This paper tries 

to identify the 

place of sacrifice 

in African 

concept 

especially 

amongst the Zar 

people. It 

examines the 

relevance of 

sacrifice in. 

African societies 

to the 

contemporary 

Christian 

Religious Practice 

today with 

biblical basis of 

the Old and New 

Testament 

scriptures. This 

will lead to 

identifying the 

values of 
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the earliest forms of worship all over the ~ world. Sacrifice involves the 

shedding" of blood, human beings or brides. 

In Encyclopedia Britannica Vol. 6 (1773) The term sacrifice is derived from the 

Latin word ‘sacricium’, which is a combination of the words 'sacer', meaning 

something set apart from secular or profane for the use of super natural 

powers, and 'facene', meaning to "make". The term has acquired a popular 

and frequently secular use to describe some sort of renunciation or giving 

up something more valuable in order that something more valuable might be 

obtained. For example, parents make sacrifices for their children; one 

sacrifices a limb for one's country. But the original use of the term sacrifice was 

peculiarly religious, referring to a cultic act in which object were set apart or 

consecrated and offered to a god or some other supernatural power. Thus, 

sacrifice should be understood with a religious cultic context. 

Religion is man's relation that which he regards as sacred or holy. This 

relationship may be conceived in a variety of forms. Although, moral conduct, 

right, belief and participation in Nigerians institutions are commonly 

constituent elements religions life, cull or worship is generally accepted as the 

most basic and universal element. Worship is man's reaction to his experience 

of the sacred power. It is a response in action, a giving of self, especial!}' by 

sacrifice in human lives and religions. The paper examines the concepts of 

African Traditional Religion and identifies the place of sacrifices. The beliefs 

among Africans that sin or disobedience to the divinity (God) is the result of 

various calamities that affects human lives. In order to be free from the guilt 

of sins, the Africa man resort to sacrifice. Therefore, the purpose of sacrifices 

is a very serious one. The paper also examines the place of sacrifice among 

Zar people, one of the ethnic groups in southern part of Bauchi state in order 

that we may share their world views in the subject topic of the paper. The 

paper also made recommendations to scholars of religious studies to study 

areas of relevance of the African traditional religion and contemporary 

western or foreign religions concepts of values. 
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devotion and service to the transcendent, reality upon which man feels 

himself dependent. 

In Mbitil (1969) Sacrifice and prayer: Man's personal attempt to 

communicate with the tramendent reality in word or in thought are 

fundamental acts of worship in a sense what is always offered in sacrifice is in 

one form or another life itself. Sacrifice is a celebration of life recognition 

of its divine and imperishable nature. In the sacrifice, the consecrated life of 

an offering is liberated as a sacred potency that established a bond between 

the sacrifice and sacred power. Through sacrifice, life is returned to its divine 

source, regenerating the power or life of that source, life is fed by life. Often, 

the act of sacrifice involves the destruction whether by burning, slaughter or 

whatever means, is not in itself the sacrifice. 

The killing of an animal is the means by which its consecrated life is liberated, 

and thus made available the deity, and the destruction of a food. Offering in 

an action fire is the means by which the deity receives the offering. Sacrifice 

as such, however, is the total offering and not merely the method in which it is 

performed. In Encyclopedia Britannica vol. 6 (1973:130) it was observed and 

analyzed that the rite of sacrifice, is possible to outline the rite of sacrifice in 

terms of different elements, the materials and place, the method of sacrificing, 

the recipient of sacrifice and the motive of importance. Material of offering and 

form under which life manifest itself in the world that can be symbolized may 

be a sacrificial obligation. In fact, there are few things that have not at time or 

in same place, served as an offering. Any attempt to categorize the material 

of sacrifice will group together heterogeneous phenomena. Thus, the 

category of human sacrifice includes; blood offering (animals and human), 

bloodless offering (libation and vegetable) and a special category of divine 

offering, one further conception must be mentioned; a god himself may be 

sacrificed. This notion was elaborated in many methodologies. It is 

fundamental in some sacrificial rituals. In early sacrifice, the victim has 

something of the god, the victim is identified with the god. (Wadam, 1995). 

In African societies, life as closely associated with blood. When blood is shed 

in making sacrifice, it means that human or animal life is being given back to 

god who is in fact the ultimate source of all life (Mbiti, 1969). The purpose of 

sacrifices must be a very serious one. Such sacrifice may be made when the 
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lives of many people are in danger. The life of one person or animal or a few 

either is destroyed in the belief that it will save many people's life. 

 

Sacrifice in General 

Sacrifice, a religious rite in which an object is offered to a divinity in order to 

establish, maintain, or restore a right relationship of a human being to the 

sacred order. It is a complex phenomenon that has been found in the earliest 

known forms of worship and in all parts of the world. The present article treats 

the nature of sacrifice and surveys the theories about its origin. It then analysis 

sacrifice in terms of its constituent elements, such as the material of the 

offering, the time and place of the sacrifice, and the motive or intention of the 

rite. Finally, it briefly considers sacrifice in the religions of the world. 

According to Robert I. Faherty, (2022), The term sacrifice derives from the Latin 

sacrificium, which is a combination of the words sacer, meaning something set 

aprt from the secular or profane for the use of supernatural powers, and facere, 

meaning “to make”. The term has acquired a popular and frequent secular use 

to describe some sort of renunciation or giving up of something valuable in 

order that something more valuable be obtained; e.g., parents make sacrifices 

for their children, one sacrifices a limb for one’s country. But the original use of 

the term was peculiarly religious, referring to a cultic act in which objects were 

set apart or consecrated and offered to a god or some other supernatural 

power; thus, sacrifice should be understood within a religious, cultic context. 

Religion is man’s relation to that which he regards as sacred or holy. This 

relationship may be conceived in a variety of forms. Although moral conduct, 

right belief, and participation in religious institutions are commonly constituent 

elements of the religious life, cult or worship is generally accepted as the most 

basic and universal element. Worship is man’s reaction to his experience of the 

sacred power, it is a response in action, a giving of self, especially by devotion 

and service, to the transcendent reality upon which man feels himself 

dependent.  

Sacrifice and prayer – man’s personal attempt to communicate with the 

transcendent with the transcendent reality in word ot in thought are the 

fundamental acts of worship.  
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In a sense, what is always offered in sacrifice is, in one form or another, life itself. 

Sacrifice is a celebration of life, a recognition of its divine and imperishable 

nature. In the sacrifice the consecrated life of an offering is liberated as a sacred 

potency that establishes a bond between the sacrifice and the sacred power. 

Through sacrifice, life is returned to its divine source, regenerating the power 

or life of that source; life is fed by life. Thus the word of the Roman sacrifer to 

his god: “Be thou increased (macte) by this offering,” It is, however, an increase 

of sacred power that is ultimately beneficial to the sacrifice. In a sense, sacrifice 

is the impetus and guarantee of the reciprocal flow of the divine life-force 

between its source and its manifestations. 

Often the act sacrifice involves the destruction of the offering, but this 

destruction whether by burning, slaughter, or whatever means is not in itself 

the sacrifice. The killing of an annual is the means by which its consecrated life 

is “liberated” and thus made available to the deity, and the destruction of a 

food offering in an altar’s fire is the means by which the deity receives the 

offering. Sacrifice as such, however, is the total act of offering and not merely 

the method in which it is performed. 

Although the fundamental meaning of sacrificial rites is that of effecting a 
necessary and efficacious relationship with the sacred and of establishing man 
and his world in the sacred order, the rites assumed a multitude of forms and 
intentions. The basic forms of sacrifice, however, seem to be some type of 
either sacrificial gift or sacramental meal. 
Sacrifice as a gift refer either to a gift that should be followed by a return gift 

(because of the intimate relationship that gift giving establishes) or to a gift that 

is offered in homage to god without expectation of a return. Sacrifice as a 

sacramental communal meal may involve the idea of the god as a participant in 

the meal or as identical with the food consumed: it may also involve the idea of 

a ritual meal at which either some primordial event such as creation is repeated 

or the sanctification of the world is symbolically renewed. 

 
Sacrifice among the Zar People 
The Zar people occupy the South-East of the present Bauchi State. That is 

Tafawa Balewa and Bogoro Local Government Areas. Some of the Zar 

speaking people are also found in some parts of Plateau, Kaduna, Taraba, 

Nassarawa and Niger states (Wadam. 1998). 
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The people share some similarities and differences in their sacrificial rites 

with their African counterparts, as some scholars such as J.S Mbiti and Ikenga 

Metuh have earlier established. Sacrifice among Zar people is a term to 

describe prayer worship with an offering of animal life, food and drinks to the 

deity or (god) for the sake of forgiveness of the wrong doings or sins. 

There are different types of sacrifice such as: 

(1) The "dumumtsa" sacrifice of consecration. At this time, the sacrifices of 

consecration are always joyful sacrifices among the Zar. They made 

this sacrifice either to solemnize festive occasions like the different 

annual festivals such as the Zar rites of passage (Lem-Zar) and other 

sacrifice or thanksgiving for petition sought and received. This kind of 

sacrifice may be performed by an individual or a community through 

a priest or whoever is appointed as the head or elder of the family.  

The sacrificial object of this occasion was fowl and goat, beer, prepared 

drinks (duh), as well as food made from all Zar families to celebrate the 

occasion. A pot (Diring), was tired with robes with the feathers of fowl 

slaughtered. The priest or elder of the families pounded the blood round 

the pot and placed it on the corner of the house. 

Women and children are not allowed to drink and eat either meat or 

food offered to the deity (Wa'ar). Because they are banned from taking 

whatever is of deity (Wa'ar). That is the deity's food or drinks after the 

chief priest (sigh-wa'ari) has finished offering his sacrifice, every 

member of the "Wa'ar Dumumtsa " will join him. Parts of the meat and 

drinks are carried to the chief priest (sigh-wa'ari) temple where it is 

eaten. After sacrifice has been made to the deity by each member, later 

in the day the members became disguised as masquerades, and go 

round singing and dancing while blowing flutes. When they come to 

any of their houses these meat, food and the drinks are brought out 

and presented to them. If there is a child who has never seen 

masquerades before, their father will bring the child out with some 

ground nut inside a calabash. The masquerades will receive the items 

brought from the father and shout loudly and pinched the child's ears. 

The significance of shouting and pinching the child was to remove any 

fears from the child whenever he sees masquerades while the 
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significance of these sacrifices is to ask the deity (Wa'ar) to receive with 

good heart these gifts to prevent troubles and sickness from their 

children and families., and to thank the deity for what he has done for 

them that year. This was done to male children only with the exception 

of the female ones. 

(2)  Sacrifice of purification (Wa'ar chopkini). The Zar believed that when 

he sins against the higher powers or deity wa'ar, he must regain the 

favour of the higher powers deity through expiatory sacrifice. This type 

of sacrifice has been divided into categories.       Thus, sacrifice to remove 

abomination, higher offences such as murder, incest, patriade, stealing 

of grains and sheep, willful abortion, adultery, fornication and others 

(Wadam, 1995). There are three   classes of abomination; the first 

embraces serious personal and moral crimes according to Zar morality. 

  The second class of abomination include those things, which the Zar 

coincide abnormal or unnatural such as killing, abandoning sick 

person to die without treatment, fighting with parents, lighting with 

chief (Gung) or the chief priest-(sigh-wa'ari), and disregarding or 

revealing the secret behind the masquerades (mumtsa). 

The third class includes abnormal behaviours on parts of some 

animals. If a dog or fowl crosses a couple, a dog brings one to help 

or steal or fowl fled on a top of the house and has twisted tails. For 

all these cases, cleansing sacrifice is necessary. Also, when an 

unknown egg falls to a house without the hen, it has to be atoned. 

Hiding any of the culprits, the Zar believes the penalty is sure to 

descend on the culprits or his relations and descendants. This 

sacrifice is performed by a special priest from the community. 

Ordinary victims are female goats for adultery and fornication, 

while for others it may be fowl, food and drinks, she-goats for 

offences directed to the supreme deity (Chongh). 

Sometimes the offender is required to say out his abomination a 

loud or repeat after the priest as he prays. After the cleansing ritual. 

the offender regains full association with other members. There is 

among the Zar, sacrifice of the community to remove lesser 

offences which include a man complaining against his wife if found 
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having sexual relationship with another man. The person 

involved will bring a female goat, reasonable enough grains and 

some amount of money to the family of the woman. 

The elder person in the family gathers his relatives, while the elder 

of the family is the priest in this case. He slaughters the goat or 

animal, and asks the ancestral family to forgive the daughter. Unless 

such is offered for purification rites, the woman's penalty will result 

to lack of birth or frequent deaths of her children at the younger age. 

(3)  The  sacrifice  of "Wa'ar  guss": The Zar believes that here is reason 

for every misfortunes such as disease epidemic, frequent deaths, 

famine, and failure in business when they continually strike 

in the Zar community. Wadam (1995) observed that, these 

happenings are usually attributed to invisible powers. These   powers   

may   be the ancestor, some human spirits or spirits with shrine, some 

kind of an evil spirit or some offended divinity. 

Normally, Zar people will consult a diviner who finds out through 

divination the very cause of the problem and then recommends what 

is to be sacrificed to the offended spirit to appease it. 

(4) Sacrifice of thanksgiving (Gyar-gni): This sacrifice is made to the 

deity (wa'ar) through the ancestors because they are regarded as 

nearest to the family and are interested in the family.  This  

explains why many of the Zar family made sacrifices of 

thanksgiving. Sacrifice of thanksgiving take place after such things 

as child birth, success in business and securing a political post such as 

the chief (Gung), good harvest and marrying many wives, recovering 

from sickness and victory from the enemies in times of war (Wadam. 

1995). 

 

The Biblical Perspectives of Sacrifice 

The ancient people generally were convinced that worship of the deity 

consisted not only in words, but above all, in giving offering to God, and self 

denial to gain favour from God. The first encounter of sacrifice and offering in 

the Bible is in the Book of (Genesis 4:3-5). Cain brought something farm 
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produces while Abel brought some lambs from the flock. God accepted 

Abel's sacrifice, but rejected Cain's. 

Noah had successfully survived the flood, he built an altar and offered sacrifices 
upon (Genesis 8:20). Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, all offered sacrifices to God. 
However, it was not until the time of Moses that sacrificial system was 
mandatory for the Israelites (McCain. 1996: 35). In the Old Testament, God 
attached or much importance to the giving of sacrifice when he asked Abraham 
to offer his only son, Isaac whom he had gotten at old age. and this could be 
likened to the offering of Jesus Christ, God's begotten son, as a remittance foe 
human sins. 
 

The New Testament Sacrifices 
The Old Testament is in the New Testament revealed and the New 
Testament is the Old Testament fulfilled. In the New Testament, God made a 
sacrifice of his son for the redeeming of his people from sin. In (John 5:11), 
says, and this is the testimony that God has given us eternal life and this life is 
in his son. The innocent perfect animals who died were constant reminders to 
them, without the shedding of blood. There is no forgiveness of sin 
(Hebrews 9:22. Sin has caused us to separate from God. God cannot simply 
ignore these barriers that have been erected between him and us. He took 
the initiative himself in bridging the gap between God and Man by shading 
the blood of his only son. 
"Paul choose the word for justification to illustrate the place of sacrifice in 
the new testaments as Christ become the only object when all have sinned 
and fallen short of the sacrifice glory of god" (Romans 3:23). Therefore, all 
are legally guilty of sin and deserves the appropriate penalty which is eternal 
death. However, God designed a legal way whereby one could be freed from 
this penalty. It was simply by exercising faith that believes in Christ. God then 
applies our penalty to Christ who bore it on the cross. In Mathew 16:21 it was 
predicted that Jesus would be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 
Corinthians 15:4 says, "Jesus died...." And that, He was buried, and he was 
raised in the third day according to the scriptures, while the Gospel according 
to St. Johnl5:13 says, greater love has no one than this that He lay down his life 
for his friends. 
 
Conclusion 
On our understanding of sacrifice, there are similarities and differences 
between the Africa concept of sacrifice and the Biblical sacrifice. The symbolic 
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representation of the animal flesh and blood, serve the same purpose of 
purifying or cleansing the sinner or save the offender from guilt. It could be that 
African practice of sacrifice was revealed to them, which find its similarities in 
the Biblical views. 
The question remains a challenge to African theologians to evolve a system 
which will incorporate all African religious practices that were significant in 
terms of worship of the Supreme Being. The African priests and the 
prophets of Yahweh who are intermediary between the people and the deity 
are found to be doing similar work, have the language of divine 
communication whether in Latin, Hebrew, or Greek or the African language. 
 
Recommendations 
The paper made the following recommendations: 

• That the study of African traditional religion should be made 
compulsory for African students in higher institution of learning in 
Nigeria. 

• That the foundation of theological education should mary together the 
various aspects of moral background. 

• That the Biblical scholars should study the various concepts of   African 
religion concepts and discover the areas of similarities and differences. 
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