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Abstract

This paper critically examines the emergence and proliferation of false testimonies and
religious manipulations within contemporary Christianity, particularly within Pentecostal and
Charismatic traditions in Nigeria. While testimonies serve vital roles in affirming faith,
motivating congregants, and promoting religious growth, they are increasingly exploited for
economic gain, psychological control, and the consolidation of clerical authority. This study
investigates how these deceptive practices are communicated and legitimized through mass
media platforms. Anchored in Social Exchange Theory and Weber’s concept of Charismatic
Authority, the paper explores the intersection of religious communication and media,
highlighting the ethical dilemmas posed by falsified testimonies and manipulative religious
broadcasts. This paper contributes to a broader understanding of the intersection between
religion, media, and social influence, offering insights into the challenges of navigating truth
and deception in an increasingly complex information environment. It employs qualitative
content analysis of televised religious programs and digital testimonies, offering insight into
how mass communication perpetuates spiritual deception. Recommendations are made for
ethical religious broadcasting and increased media literacy among religious audiences.
Keywords: False Testimonies, Religious Manipulation, Mass Communication, Charismatic
Authority, Pentecostalism, Nigeria, Media Ethics.

Introduction

The growth of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity in Nigeria has been accompanied by
the increasing use of testimonies as a medium for faith affirmation, spiritual marketing, and
institutional validation. In many churches today, testimonies of healing, financial
breakthroughs, academic success, and deliverance from demonic oppression are staples of
religious programming and worship services. However, there is an alarming trend whereby
some of these testimonies are falsified or stage-managed to manipulate public perception,
consolidate the authority of religious leaders, and extract material support from unsuspecting
followers.

This phenomenon is not merely a theological concern; it intersects significantly with the field

of mass communication. Religious leaders are adept at using mass media (television, radio, and
social media) to broadcast these narratives, amplify their reach, and reinforce their influence.
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Consequently, the ethical implications of these practices extend into both spiritual and
communication domains.

This paper seeks to provide a critical examination of false testimonies and religious
manipulations and to analyse how mass communication technologies are employed in their
construction and dissemination. In recent decades, the convergence of religion and media has
dramatically transformed how religious experiences are constructed, communicated, and
consumed. This is especially evident in African Pentecostal and Charismatic movements,
where mass communication technologies particularly television, radio, and social media are
harnessed to extend the influence of religious leaders beyond the physical church space
(Marshall, 2009; Ukah, 2016). One of the most frequently deployed rhetorical devices within
this mediated religious landscape is the public sharing of testimonies and narratives of personal
encounters with the divine, often involving miraculous healings, financial breakthroughs, and
deliverance from adversity.

Historically, testimonies have served as essential components of Christian worship and
evangelism, offering believers a space to affirm their faith and inspire others (Hunt, 2002).
However, the contemporary Christian context, particularly in Nigeria, reveals a more complex
and troubling trend: the widespread staging and dissemination of false testimonies fabricated,
exaggerated, or strategically constructed narratives aimed at enhancing the image of religious
leaders, attracting converts, and generating financial support (Eze, 2020; Giwa, 2018). These
testimonies, often embedded in highly produced media content, not only mislead audiences but
also raise ethical, theological, and communicative concerns.

Mass communication plays a pivotal role in this phenomenon. As Meyer (2004) and Hackett
(2011) observe, the fusion of spiritual discourse with media technology gives rise to what can
be described as a "Pentecostalite public sphere,” a media-saturated environment where
religious authority is visually constructed and performatively enacted. In such spaces, charisma
is no longer purely spiritual but also aesthetic, crafted through audiovisual spectacle, emotional
storytelling, and repetition across platforms. This makes false testimonies particularly
persuasive, as they are carefully tailored to evoke affective responses and reinforce the
legitimacy of the leader or institution presenting them.

Within this context, the mass communication of testimonies functions as both a spiritual
and ideological practice, shaping belief systems while reinforcing hierarchies of power. These
dynamics are sustained through strategic media framing, narrative manipulation, and audience
psychology. As Ojo (2005) notes, Nigerian Pentecostal churches operate in a competitive
religious marketplace where branding, spectacle, and media literacy are essential tools for
survival and growth. Testimonies, then, become commodified products within a broader
system of religious performance and consumption.

This paper critically examines the production, dissemination, and reception of false
testimonies within Nigerian Pentecostalism, focusing on how mass communication
technologies are used to manipulate religious narratives and influence public belief. Guided by
Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) and Weber’s concept of Charismatic Authority
(Weber, 1947), the study explores the motivations behind these practices, the techniques
employed in their media presentation, and their implications for ethical religious
communication.
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By interrogating these intersections of faith, media, and manipulation, the paper contributes to
the scholarly discourse on religion and media in Africa, offering insights into the ethical
dilemmas posed by unregulated religious broadcasting and the susceptibility of audiences in
digitally mediated faith communities.

Definition of keywords.

False Testimonies: Deliberately untrue or misleading accounts of personal experiences or
events, presented as evidence to support religious beliefs, doctrines, or agendas. These
testimonies often aim to evoke emotional responses and bolster the credibility of the speaker
or the religious institution.

Religious Manipulation: The strategic use of psychological, emotional, or social techniques
to influence, control, or exploit individuals within a religious context. This can involve tactics
like guilt-tripping, fear-mongering, shaming, and the distortion of information to exert power
and control.

Contemporary Christianity: The diverse and evolving landscape of Christian denominations,
movements, and expressions in the present day. This includes a wide range of theological
perspectives, practices, and cultural influences.

Deceptive Practices: Actions or strategies intended to mislead, trick, or conceal the truth for
personal, organizational, or ideological gain. In the context of religion, these practices often
involve the exploitation of faith, trust, and vulnerability.

Mass Communication: The process by which information is created, transmitted, and received
through various media channels (e.g., television, radio, internet, social media) to reach a large
and dispersed audience.

Ethical Considerations: The moral principles and values that guide decision-making and
behaviour. In this context, it refers to the ethical dilemmas and obligations that arise from the
use of deception and manipulation within religious contexts and their impact on individuals
and society.

Discernment: The ability to perceive and judge the truth, accuracy, and validity of
information, beliefs, or claims. In the context of this paper, it refers to the critical evaluation of
religious narratives and practices to identify deception and promote informed decision-making.

Objectives of the Study

1. Toexamine the nature and prevalence of false testimonies in contemporary Nigerian
Christianity.

2. Toinvestigate the role of religious media in propagating deceptive testimonies.

3. To analyse the ethical implications of religious manipulations in mass
communication.

4. Toexplore the theoretical underpinnings of religious manipulation using Charismatic
Authority and Social Exchange Theory.

Research Questions
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=

What are the common forms of false testimonies in contemporary Christian practice?
2. How do religious leaders and institutions use mass communication to disseminate
manipulative content?

What are the motivations behind the dissemination of false testimonies?

4. How do Social Exchange Theory and Charismatic Authority explain the acceptance
of these practices among followers?

w

Theoretical Framework

Two theories were used to support the paper: Social Exchange Theory and Charismatic
Authority. These theories highlight the deep entanglement of faith, persuasion, and media in
shaping religious experience in the digital age.

Social Exchange Theory: This theory was developed by Blau (1964), posits that human
relationships and social structures are built upon the perceived benefits and costs that
individuals weigh in their interactions. In the context of religion, this theory provides a
compelling lens through which to examine why congregants remain loyal to religious leaders
who may exploit or manipulate them through fabricated testimonies. Followers engage in a
psychological transaction: they offer allegiance, financial contributions, and public support to
religious leaders in exchange for promised spiritual benefits such as healing, protection, or
prosperity through testimonies. The transactional nature of faith practices, especially when
mediated by persuasive mass communication, underscores the exploitative potential of
religious manipulation (Blau, 1964).

This theory is especially pertinent in the Nigerian Pentecostal landscape, where faith is often
commercialized and miracles are presented as spiritual “rewards” for loyalty, faith, or sowing
of “seed offerings” (Eze, 2020; Giwa, 2018). Testimonies broadcast via television and social
media function as persuasive communication tools that reinforce this transactional belief
system, subtly convincing followers that they too can receive divine favour if they invest in the
ministry. In this sense, false testimonies serve as testimonials in a spiritual marketplace,
validating the rewards available in exchange for faithfulness.

Social Exchange Theory helps explain why many followers willingly overlook or rationalize
manipulative religious practices. The perceived benefits often outweigh any doubts, and many

congregants believe that their “faith investment” will eventually yield tangible or supernatural
returns (Blau, 1964; Nwabueze & Ezeah, 2019).

Charismatic Authority: Max Weber’s (1947) theory of Charismatic Authority describes a
type of leadership where legitimacy is derived from the leader’s perceived extraordinary
qualities. In contemporary Pentecostal circles, religious leaders often rely on emotionally
compelling testimonies to sustain the illusion of divine favour, positioning themselves as
indispensable intermediaries between God and the laity. This form of authority is particularly
reinforced through mass media, where the preacher's charisma is broadcast to millions. This
framework is vital to understanding how religious figures gain unquestioned power and
influence, particularly within Pentecostal and Charismatic circles. Religious leaders in these
contexts often claim to possess divine insight, healing powers, or spiritual anointing, making
their messages, including testimonies, resistant to critique or verification.
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The charisma of the leader is further amplified through mass communication. Television and
digital media visually and aurally construct an aura of holiness around these leaders through
carefully edited sermons, testimonials, and worship experiences (Marshall, 2009; Meyer,
2004). Charismatic Authority thus becomes performative and technologically mediated,
turning religious broadcasts into spiritual theatre that commands emotional allegiance.

The Relevance of these theories is essential to the study. Charismatic Authority explains why
many followers do not question the authenticity of testimonies, even when inconsistencies
arise. The spiritual prestige of the leader imbues every message with divine weight, and
questioning it may be equated with a lack of faith or rebellion against God. This unquestioning
loyalty is a fertile ground for manipulation and exploitation, especially when leaders control
both the message and the medium (Weber, 1947; Ukah, 2016).

Together, Social Exchange Theory and Charismatic Authority provide a dual framework for
understanding how and why false testimonies are constructed, disseminated, and accepted
within contemporary Christianity. The former explains the transactional logic of religious
participation, while the latter explains the emotional and spiritual power of religious figures to
command belief through media-enhanced charisma.

Literature Review

The relationship between religion and mass communication has long fascinated scholars across
disciplines, particularly in contexts where religious authority is increasingly mediated through
technology. Numerous scholars have addressed the intersection of religion and media in Africa.
Ojo (2006) argues that testimonies serve as rhetorical tools that validate the divine mandate of
pastors, creating emotional resonance among viewers. Eze (2020) further illustrates how
Nigerian Pentecostal churches commodify spiritual experiences by turning testimonies into
branded content, especially through televised and online platforms. Scholars such as Meyer
(2004) and Marshall (2009) have noted the rise of a “Pentecostalite public sphere” in Africa,
wherein audiovisual media have become central to the articulation and performance of faith.
Within this mediated religious environment, testimonies serve not only as spiritual affirmations
but also as strategic communicative acts designed to construct religious authority and influence
public perception. Marshall (2009) expands on the political dimensions of Pentecostal media,
indicating how testimonies are employed to construct religious legitimacy in the public sphere.

Giwa (2018) notes that the commercialization of religion is often achieved by manipulating
narratives of divine intervention to extract offerings and increase church patronage. Meyer
(2004) examines how Ghanaian Pentecostal media produce testimonies that blur the line
between faith and spectacle, enhancing their emotional appeal while reducing doctrinal depth.
Nwabueze and Ezeah (2019) identify a growing ethical crisis in religious broadcasting, citing
concerns over unverified miracles and staged deliverance sessions.

This literature reveals a consistent pattern, the strategic use of mass communication to
construct, embellish, and distribute testimonies, often at the expense of truth and transparency.

Testimonies as Performative Religious Texts
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Historically, testimonies have served as powerful tools for witnessing and evangelism in
Christian traditions, particularly among Pentecostals and Charismatics. Hunt (2002)
emphasizes that testimonies are integral to the spiritual life of believers, validating personal
experience as a legitimate form of knowledge. However, in the media age, testimonies are no
longer confined to church pulpits; they are staged for television, livestreamed, repackaged for
YouTube, and rebranded for TikTok. Giwa (2018) and Eze (2020) caution that this shift from
sacred narration to public performance has increased the risk of fabricated and manipulative
content, especially when testimonies are used to attract followers, solicit donations, or project
the power of a charismatic leader.

According to William (Bill) Davis, he left Pentecostalism because “there were no miracles, no
powers, no gifts, no healing, nothing but the theatrical antics of ‘boogey men’[emphasis is
mine] and delusion of men. What [is] claimed for the great power of God [is] nothing more
than musical hype and psychologically induced emotionalism.”

Religious Manipulation and the Economics of Spectacle

Several scholars have explored how false testimonies function within the broader economy of
religious manipulation. Ukah (2016) describes Nigerian Pentecostalism as deeply embedded in
a “media-market logic,” where churches compete for spiritual consumers by employing
modern marketing tools and communication techniques. This includes dramatized testimonies,
staged miracles, and emotional storytelling, all designed to elicit affective responses and ensure
loyalty to the church or its leader. Ojo (2005) similarly argues that media-savvy Pentecostal
ministries in Nigeria have created a religious marketplace where spiritual legitimacy is tied to
visibility, spectacle, and constant performance.

Speaking in Tongues as an indication of Holiness or being in the Spirit

It is not uncommon to hear Pentecostals claiming that speaking in tongues is a mark of holiness
or being in the Spirit. In a real sense, what is considered speaking in tongues is the continuous
mumbling of unintelligible gibberish, repeated over and over again.

According to William Davis, “nothing in Acts 2 indicates that the Apostles spoke an
unintelligible language or gibberish. The word ‘tongue’ in the passage is glossa...the tongue; by
implication, a language. The word 'utterance' means to enunciate, that is, declare: say, speak
forth. The continuing context reveals that understandable words were spoken (Cf. Acts 2 6-
11). The word language in verse 6 and the word tongue in verse 8 are the Greek word dialektos,
which means a discussion, that is, a language or tongue. We can see from the Greek, as well as
the context, that these were known human languages. It must be remembered that the
miraculous gift of speaking in tongues is that a man or woman could speak a language he or
she had never studied or learned. Nevertheless, it is still a language that is intelligible, because
those in the audience who spoke that language could readily understand what he or she said.

It is within this context, “speaking in tongues,” which seems to be the apex Pentecostal worship
phenomenon, that we concentrate on refuting the sometimes dubious nature of the spectacle
that now characterizes Pentecostal worship/ activities.

Geoplastic Nature of Pentecostalism
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In Ecumenical circles, the word geoplasticity refers to the various forms of Pentecostalism that
are evident in Pentecostal spheres. For example, the type of activities manifested in the
Pentecostalism practiced in Southwest Nigeria might differ slightly from what the phenomenon
manifests in Southeast Nigeria. Pentecostalism, therefore, adopts the worldview of the locality
of the environment it finds itself. There is/ are slight nuances manifested in the activities of
Pentecostal activities depending on the locality they find themselves. These nuances may
include the intensity of prayer and the “speaking in tongues” manifested at prayer meetings or
worship.

Mass Communication and Technologized Charisma

The concept of ‘Charisma’, especially as formulated by Max Weber (1947), is relevant in
understanding how religious leaders build and maintain authority. In mediated contexts,
charisma is no longer merely a spiritual attribute but becomes technologized, constructed
through high-definition visuals, cinematic editing, and repetition of success narratives. As
Hackett (2011) points out, media technologies do not simply transmit religious messages; they
transform them, adding layers of aura and authority that may not be grounded in truth. This
“technologized charisma” enables manipulation by allowing spiritual leaders to present
themselves as divinely endorsed through carefully curated testimonies.

Ethical Dilemmas in Religious Broadcasting: The ethical implications of false testimonies
have also attracted scholarly concern. Nwachukwu (2019) emphasizes that while freedom of
religion is a constitutional right, it must be balanced with responsibility in public
communication. The uncritical acceptance of testimonies in religious programming often
results in misinformation, spiritual manipulation, and exploitation, especially of vulnerable
populations. As mass communication technologies become more accessible, the challenge
becomes how to regulate religious content without infringing on religious freedom.

Theological and Doctrinal Perspectives: From a theological perspective, scholars like
Asamoah-Gyadu (2013) argue that the integrity of Christian witness is compromised when
testimonies are fabricated or exaggerated. Biblical principles emphasize truth-telling and
authenticity, and false testimonies violate the moral and spiritual tenets of Christian doctrine.
The deliberate manipulation of testimonies for institutional gain not only misrepresents the
Gospel but also undermines the credibility of genuine faith experiences.

Synthesis

The literature reviewed reveals a growing consensus that the mass communication of
testimonies, particularly in African Pentecostalism, is a double-edged sword. On one hand, it
expands the reach of Christian witness; on the other, it opens the door to commodification,
deception, and manipulation. These scholarly insights underscore the need for critical
engagement with how media technologies shape religious narratives and how those narratives,
in turn, influence faith communities.

The current study builds on this foundation by exploring how false testimonies are deliberately

constructed, disseminated, and consumed within Nigeria’s media-religious complex. By
applying Social Exchange Theory and Weber’s framework of charismatic authority, the
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research examines the transactional logic and performative structures that sustain this troubling
phenomenon.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative content analysis approach. Ten religious programs aired on
Nigerian television channels and digital platforms were selected for analysis. These include
programs from popular Pentecostal ministries between 2022 and 2024. Each program was
reviewed to identify the presence of testimonies, the nature of their content, production style,
and the communicative techniques employed to persuade audiences. In addition, interviews
were conducted with five media professionals and three former members of charismatic
churches who had participated in the production of religious broadcasts.

Answers to Research Questions

RQ1. What are the common forms of false testimonies in contemporary Christian
practice?

False testimonies often manifest as exaggerated or fabricated claims of divine healing, financial
breakthroughs, miraculous academic success, and deliverance from demonic possession. These
testimonies are usually curated to elicit emotional responses and increase credibility for the
religious leader or church. Many are staged using church members or hired actors (BBC Africa
Eye, 2019; Giwa, 2018). Eze (2020) notes that these dramatized accounts frequently employ
hyperbolic language and audiovisual effects to enhance their believability.

RQ2. How do religious leaders and institutions disseminate manipulative content?

Religious institutions heavily rely on television, radio, social media, and streaming platforms
to distribute testimonies. These media allow for wide and rapid dissemination, reinforcing the
leader’s charisma and growing the church’s reputation (Marshall, 2009; Ukah, 2016).
Testimonies are edited with dramatic visuals and soundtracks to increase emotional
engagement and virality (Meyer, 2004). Social media algorithms also help circulate such
content beyond the immediate congregation, attracting new followers and potential donors.

RQ3. What are the motivations behind the dissemination of false testimonies?
The primary motivations include financial gain, consolidation of religious authority, attraction
of new members, and reinforcement of existing members’ loyalty. According to Nwabueze and
Ezeah (2019), some churches see testimonies as marketing tools, used strategically to compete
for attention in a crowded religious landscape. Asamoah-Gyadu (2005) adds that these
narratives offer symbolic proof of divine favour, which legitimizes the spiritual leadership of
pastors and encourages generous giving from congregants.

RQ4. How do Social Exchange Theory and Charismatic Authority explain the acceptance
of these practices among followers?

Social Exchange Theory explains that followers accept and propagate these testimonies
because they perceive personal benefits such as healing, blessings, or community support in
return for loyalty, offerings, and faith (Blau, 1964). Meanwhile, Weber’s (1947) Charismatic
Authority shows that followers suspend critical judgment when dealing with religious figures
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perceived as divinely anointed. Thisreverence enables leaders to manipulate narratives without
opposition, as their spiritual charisma shields them from scrutiny (Marshall, 2009).

Findings and Discussion

Nature of False Testimonies: The analysis revealed that many testimonies were highly
dramatized, often lacking verifiable evidence. Common themes included miraculous healing,
overnight wealth, and deliverance from occult forces. In some cases, interviewees admitted
that church workers were asked to pose as testifiers in exchange for money or favours.

Media Amplification of Religious Manipulations: Televised testimonies followed cinematic
production techniques, close-ups, dramatic music, and audience applause, which enhanced
their persuasive power. These visual narratives were also recycled across YouTube, Facebook,
and Instagram, increasing their visibility.

Motivations behind Deception: The primary motivations included financial gain, reputation
building, and congregation expansion. Religious leaders utilized testimonies as marketing tools
to attract new followers and reinforce loyalty among existing members.

Theoretical Interpretation: According to Social Exchange Theory, followers continue to
believe and support the system because they perceive spiritual benefits or fear spiritual
consequences. Weber’s Charismatic Authority explains why these leaders are seldom
questioned; their divinely attributed status shields them from scrutiny.

Conclusion

The proliferation of false testimonies and religious manipulations in Nigerian Christianity
presents both spiritual and communicative dilemmas. As mass communication platforms are
increasingly used to disseminate these narratives, there is an urgent need for ethical oversight,
media literacy, and theological accountability. While testimonies can inspire faith, their
falsification undermines trust in religious institutions and distorts the message of the gospel.
Communication scholars, theologians, and media regulators must collaborate to ensure
integrity in religious broadcasting.

Recommendations

Media Literacy Education for Religious Audiences: There is an urgent need to foster media
literacy among religious audiences, particularly within Pentecostal and Charismatic
congregations. Faith communities must be educated on how to critically evaluate religious
content disseminated through mass media. This includes training on recognizing manipulative
narratives, understanding media framing, and questioning spiritual claims that lack verifiable
evidence. Such education can be integrated into church discipleship programs, theological
institutions, and public communication curricula.

Institutional Regulation of Religious Broadcasting: The regulatory bodies responsible for
broadcast content, such as the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC) in Nigeria, should
develop clearer ethical guidelines for religious programming. While respecting freedom of
worship, these guidelines should prohibit deceptive content, require disclaimers for
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unverifiable claims, and hold broadcasters accountable for the authenticity of public
testimonies. There is also a need for collaboration between religious bodies and media
regulators to ensure compliance.

Clerical Accountability and Internal Church Oversight: Churches and religious ministries
must institute internal ethics committees responsible for verifying public testimonies before
they are aired or published. These committees should ensure that testimonies align with truth,
theological integrity, and spiritual edification, rather than institutional marketing or emotional
manipulation. Religious leaders must also be held accountable by their peers and
denominations for promoting falsehoods in the name of God.

The problem with oversight and accountability mechanisms is that since most of the
Pentecostal bodies operate without marked affiliation, and neither do they belong to any
hierarchical setting, it is almost impossible to hold to book anybody who flouts ethical rules.
Only legislation by the government can checkmate the operation and activities of these
churches. The government itself is careful not to give any impression that it is clamping down
on the right of individuals to freely belong to an association of their choosing.

Theological Reorientation on Miracles and Testimonies: There should be a renewed
theological emphasis on integrity, truth-telling, and spiritual authenticity in sermon
content and pastoral training. Seminaries and Bible colleges must equip future religious leaders
with ethical foundations that discourage the commaodification of faith and promote genuine
spiritual experiences. A biblically grounded theology of testimony, one that prioritizes
transformation over performance, should be actively taught and modelled.

Encouraging Academic-Religious Dialogue: Universities, especially departments of Mass
Communication, Theology, and Religious Studies, should engage in interdisciplinary
research and dialogue with religious institutions to examine the role of media in shaping
religious behaviour. Academic findings can help religious leaders better understand the
psychological and social impact of their communication strategies, while also promoting a
more reflective and responsible use of media technologies.

Development of Faith-Based Fact-Checking Platforms: Given the rise of disinformation in
religious contexts, the establishment of faith-based fact-checking organizations may help
verify viral testimonies, purported miracles, and controversial teachings. These platforms,
ideally led by theologians, communication experts, and journalists, can provide balanced,
respectful, and evidence-based assessments of religious claims that affect public trust.

Promotion of Ethical Storytelling in Faith Media: Churches involved in mass
communication should prioritize ethical storytelling practices. This includes consent from
those whose testimonies are shared, avoidance of sensationalism, and sensitivity to vulnerable
populations. Faith-based media production should strive to build trust through transparency
and integrity rather than through spiritual spectacle.
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