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Leadership Style of Moses in Exodus 15:22-18:27: A Biblical Paradigm for African Leaders 

Emmanuel O. Nwaoru 

Preamble 

The Bible is replete with leaders; some prominent, others less prominent, each according to his 

or her charismatic endowments, personal abilities, and leadership style. For instance, the 

foremost biblical leader, Abraham, has a leadership style marked by an act of faith in matters 

involving high risks (Gen 11:27-25:18), Saul, a leader of transitional period, impaired by 

insecurities and lack of facilities, David a heroic genius and paradigm of monarchical leadership, 

whose public life is tainted by incredible contradictions – moral miscalculations and 

conspirational actions. There too are Nehemiah, a leader for reconstruction and rebuilding not 

only of physical structures but also the people’s faith and confidence in the divine plan, Deborah 

a leader of the people in times of national distress (Judg 5), and Judith a heroine of the Book of 

Judith and patriotic widow who delivered Jerusalem and its people from Babylonian assault and 

personality cult. Exceedingly unparalleled is Jesus, the biblical leader par excellence, whose 

leadership is universally liberating, transforming and salvific.1 The leadership style of each of 

these and many other biblical leaders holds a great attraction for studies. But in reality, it is 

impossible to engage in such a venture within our limited space. That is why we have chosen to 

examine more closely Moses’ leadership style, which many consider to be the most impressive 

and prominent of all Old Testament leaders.  

There are three specific areas Moses proved himself a leader in the OT. He led Israel out of 

Egyptian bondage (Exod 12:37-15:21) and through the wilderness wanderings (Exod 15:22-

18:27) to the Promised Land. Moses also presided over the Sinai covenant ceremony, which 

constituted Israel as the people of God (19:1-40:30). His role in these events makes him the most 

outstanding figure in the biblical literature. And his image looms large in both the Old and New 

Testaments and even in early Jewish and Christian writings. 

This paper will focus more on Exodus 15:22-18:37, dealing with the wilderness wanderings, 

precisely covering the journey from the Reed Sea to the Sinai Peninsula.2 The section is marked 

out by Moses’ pulling/leading out (nsr) the people from the Reed Sea into the wilderness of Shur 

(15:22) and the announcement of their coming into (bȏ') the wilderness of Sinai (19:1). The 

contents of this pericope include stories of how Israel was maintained through lack of basic 

things of life – water, bread, meat- and how they overcame the dangers of attack from enemies, 

and internal rebellion.3 It is in this context that the paper will examine how the narrative presents 

Moses as the immediate and visible heroic leader who together with the people’s ultimate and 

invisible hero and leader, YHWH, guided and guarded the people throughout the wilderness 

wanderings. It will look at Moses’ leadership style and the way he handled the challenges 

coming from it to see how it would impact on African leaders and citizenry today.  

                                                           
1 For more detailed examples, see Forrest E. Harris, Sr., “The Biblical Foundations of Leadership,” at 

http:/www.vanderbilt.edu/.../Biblical%20Foundations%20of%20Leadership.doc accessed on 01/05/10. 
2 According to Brevard S. Childs, “the term ‘wilderness wanderings’ attempts to encompass the great variety of 

material in the Old Testament which covers the period from the exodus out of Egypt until the entrance into the 

promised land.” The Book of Exodus (Pennsylvania: Westminster, 1974), 254. 
3 Cf. Childs, Exodus, 255. 
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The choice of this topic is informed by the striking similarities one discovers between the 

challenges facing Moses’ leadership in the wilderness wanderings and those experienced in 

many African societies today.  

1. Making of a Biblical Leader - Moses 

“Leaders are born not made,” people say; but biblical leadership can be said to involve both. A 

biblical leader is not only born, he is also made. Naturally, he possesses some of those basic 

qualities and characteristics that enable him to play the role of leadership. But like any other 

biblical leader Moses is envisioned as an agent of God, called or elected for mission. In other 

words, biblical leadership is fundamentally a vocation, an act of election. For a biblical leader 

emerges out of divine choice and not necessarily by public acclamation, or political election or 

selection. And if it happens to be by human selection, the office must receive divine sanction or 

approval.4 Biblical leaders are often called because of situation of oppression and injustice. Their 

major goal is to liberate their people from oppressive situation in order to create a new social 

community. It is therefore the aspect of vocation that marks the difference between a biblical and 

non-biblical leader. Nevertheless, a divinely approved political or religious leader becomes 

automatically God’s vicegerent, especially in the style of leadership (cf. Rom 13:1-3a; 1 Tim 

2:1-2).  

One leader who endeavoured to achieve this in spite of all frustrations coming from barriers 

created by both individuals and the community at large was Moses. Before his call, some biblical 

texts depicted Moses as a “born” leader because of certain qualities he exhibited. From his early 

adult age Moses was depicted as having eyes to see the oppressive situation and unjust 

aggression against the powerless Hebrews in Egypt (Exod 2:11-12). He is someone who goes out 

to act, to liberate the oppressed, where no one else is prepared to take action on their behalf. 

Some of the key verbs - yṣ’ (to go out), r’h (to see), nkh (to strike) – clearly define the actions 

and characteristics of Moses (Exod 2:11a; cf. v. 13). He is one who looks with (be) compassion 

upon the burden of others (Exod 2:11b) as soon as he sees (perceives) unjust aggression (Exod 

2:11c). Rather than turn his eyes from all this, Moses courageously strikes back to redress an act 

of aggression (Exod 2:12).5 In all his unflinching courage to get justice done, Moses is not 

foolhardy. He knows when to act; he also knows when to flee, not out of cowardice, but for 

safety (Exod 2:14-15) in order to accomplish his mission.6 

Moses’ drive in defence of justice and the oppressed is non-parochial. He mediates in matters 

concerning his kinsfolk as well as others. He apportions blame “to the one [his kinsman] who 

was in the wrong” (Exod 2:13) as much as he engages himself in defence of the seven daughters 

of the priest of Midian against the oppressive shepherds (Exod 3:17). The three verbs employed 

in v. 17b describe further the character of Moses. “He arose (qûm) and saved (yšc) them and 

watered (šqh) their flock.”  

However, it must be admitted that Moses’ leadership consciousness arises from his Horeb 

experience, an experience which authenticates his archetypical qualities and distinguishes him 

                                                           
4 Cf. Deut 31:7-8, 14, 23; 34:9; also Num 27:22-23; 1 Kgs 19:16, 19-21. 
5 It is not within the scope of this paper to discuss the morality of Moses’ action of striking down the Egyptian and 

hiding him in the sand. Much has already been written on it. Cf. Childs, Exodus, 40-46. 
6 Other similar flights are narrated in the flight of David from Saul (1 Sam 21:11-16), Hadad from David/Joab (1 

Kgs 11:17-25), Uriah the prophet from Jehoiakim (Jer 26:20-24), etc. See also the story of Sinuhe, an Egyptian 

official of the Middle Kingdom (ANET, 19). 
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from any other leader. Part of this experience is narrated vividly in the story of the Burning Bush 

(Exod 3:1-4). Here Moses is presented as one who is courageous, curious and eager to discover 

something new. “When Moses looked, and the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed, he 

said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up’” (vv. 

2b-3). It is in his determined attempt to see (r’h) that YHWH saw (r’h) him and called (qr’) him 

(v.4). Thus, Moses’ peripheral and rugged life of a pauper and marginal refugee among the 

Midianites for many years, notwithstanding his royal status, prepared him for leadership mission. 

One can see that before his call Moses was tested, as Zivotofsky rightly observed, on his 

“willingness to confront wrongdoers for the sake of justice and peace.”7 He was found to be a person 

who is uniquely sensitive to human needs. He is “an individual who is incapable of standing idly by 

while an injustice is being perpetrated by one person or group on another person or group.”8 

Therefore, one finds all that it takes to make a heroic leader in Moses. He has the military prowess; 

he is a skilful mediator, a man not only acquainted with the conditions and situations of his people, 

but very eager to defend and liberate the weak and oppressed wherever he finds them.9  

2. Context of Moses’ Leadership 

As we have earlier stated the setting of our pericope is the wilderness with all its hazards 

resulting from wanderings. Childs gives a picturesque description of the traditions of the 

wanderings. They are varied in content and have been interpreted in variant and contrasting 

images10 – positive, negative or even mixed – depending on how YHWH’s relationship with 

Israel is perceived. For instance, Hosea is one of the foremost prophets who had a positive 

interpretation of the wilderness period. It was for him a period of “honey moon” as it were – “I 

will allure her [Israel], and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her” (Hos 2:16-

18[Eng 14-16]). Jeremiah 2:2 goes even further to say “Thus says the Lord, I remember the 

devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land 

not sown.” In other words, these prophets perceived the wilderness period as when the people 

were loyal to YHWH but only became unfaithful in Canaan after they had followed other gods 

(cf. Hos 13:4-6; Deut 32:10-12).  

Other traditions, especially those reflecting the murmuring motif are highly critical of the 

wilderness period as a period of Israel’s early disobedience and repeated rebellion against 

YHWH (Ezek 20:8, 13; Exod 16:28; Num 11:1a, 4-6; 14:1-4; Ps 106:13-33; cf. Ezek 20:35-36; 

Neh 9:16-18; Acts 7:39-41). But the interpretation of a few others remained mixed (cf. Ps 78:52-

53; 105:41-43). From these images one can sketch what the life-situation of the people of Israel 

looked like between their departure from Egypt and their arrival at the Sinai Peninsula.  

2.1 Life-Situation in the Wilderness 

For all time, life in the wilderness is not a bed of roses, definitely not for Israel. The comment of 

the narrator made this clear, when he observed that “They went three days in the wilderness and 

found no water” (Exod 15:22b). This indicates that although the people have been delivered from 

Egyptian bondage, they were intermittently faced with series of problems. Firstly, they were 

                                                           
7 A.Z. Zivotofsky, “The Leadership Qualities of Moses,” Judaism (Summer, 1994) in 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0411/is_n3_v43/ai_16348284/pg_4/?tag=content;col1 accessed on 01/05/10. 
8 Zivotofsky, “Leadership” 
9 Cf. E.O. Nwaoru, The Man of God in Biblical and Extra-Biblical Traditions (Nsukka: Afro-Orbis, 2007), 62. 
10 Cf. Childs, Exodus, 256-257; also S. J. De Vries, “The Origin of the Murmuring Tradition,” JBL 87 (1968) 51-58; 

51-52. 
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exposed to environmental hazards. As Gottwald remarked, they had to move from oasis to oasis 

in search of water and greener pasture to keep alive their flock and there from sustain their own 

lives.11 Second, there was lack of basic human needs such as water (Exod 15:23-24; 17:1-3), 

food and meat (Exod 16:1-3). Third, the people were also exposed to the danger of attacks of the 

enemy (Exod 17:8). In fact, Moses gives an indication of what the situation was in his 

conversation with his father-in-law, Jethro, when he narrated “all that the Lord had done to 

Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had come upon them in the 

way [italics mine], and how the Lord had delivered them” (Exod 18:8). Nevertheless, YHWH did 

not allow the problems to prevail against Israel. He intervened through Moses and Aaron to 

provide answers to lack of water (Exod 15:25; 17:4-6), food and meat (Exod 16:12-17) and, 

especially give them victory over the enemy (Exod 17:8-16).  

Moses on his own part was also not free from problems. He was confronted with the agitations 

and complaints of a desperate people and, above all, saddled with the work of administering 

justice as a judge among the people, discerning the will of YHWH as an intercessor and mediator 

between YHWH and the people (Exod 18:13-16). The full weight of Moses’ engagement in the 

wilderness was clearly pointed out by Jethro thus: “‘What you are doing is not good. You will 

surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too heavy for you; 

you cannot do it alone’” (Exod 18:17b-18). The result of this timely sensitisation is witnessed in 

the full implementation of Jethro’s recommendations (cf. Exod 18:19-23, 24-26).  

All said, we consider it important at this point to look more closely at the group or community in 

which Moses exercised his leadership role in order to appreciate his leadership style. 

2.2 Composition of Moses’ Group 

The proto-Exodus Israelite community, which Moses led out from Egypt into the wilderness, 

numbered 600,000 men of military age, if Exodus 12:37 were to be interpreted literally. This 

could have brought the total population under the leadership of Moses in the wilderness to about 

2,500,000 people.12 Two biblical texts, Exodus 12:38 and Numbers 11:4, specially help us to 

understand the nature of the group. They described the population as heterogeneous, for not all 

were strictly speaking “sons of Jacob”. Exodus 12:38 defined this motley collection of people 

that accompanied the “sons of Jacob” as cereḇ raḇ, a “mixed multitude, crowd” (cf. Neh 13:3); 

while Numbers 11:4 named them ’asaphsuph, a mixed (group) or rabble, characteristically 

unruly, lawless and ready to join or rather behave like a mob (cf. Acts 17:5). The LXX considers 

the two expressions as synonyms and renders them as epimiktos (cf. Judith 2:20). The motley 

nature of this group highly suggests that they were not only people of different roots but also of 

diverse interests.  

Other biblical texts further corroborated the heterogeneity, for among the mixed multitude who 

set out from Egypt with Moses include the Egyptians (Lev 24:10), people of Midianite / Kenite 

blood (Num 10:29-32; cf. Judg 1:16; 4:11; 1 Sam 15:6, 11), and the Kennizites (Josh 14:6, 13-

14; 15:16-19; etc). The description of the Tell el-‘Amarna Letters of the ‘Apirû very much fits 

into the characterisation of this mixed crowd that joined the proto-Israelites to flee Egypt. The 

‘Apirû, we know, is a general term which does not strictly refer to any particular ethnic group but 

to a stratum of society that lived on the fringe of existing social structure, without known roots or 

fixed place. They were war-like raiders who had hostile tendency towards constituted authority. 

                                                           
11 Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes Yahweh (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1979), 454. 
12 Cf. Gottwald, The Tribes, 51. 
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No wonder the rabble was noted in our pericope for its expressed resentment, anger and 

incessant murmuring against Moses and Aaron (Exod 16:2), Moses (Exod 15:24; 17:3) or even 

God (Exod 16:7-8).13 They grumbled for practically everything – water, food, meat – and, 

consequently, accused Moses of ill-intent in leading the people into the wilderness. “Why did 

you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our cattle with thirst?” (Exod 17:3; 

cf. 16:3). In fact, Num 11:4 singled out these foreign elements for leading the agitation against 

Moses because of lack of food, although, generally speaking, Israel was presented as the subject 

of murmuring in each case. Josephus goes further to suppose that the group was determined in 

their attempt to stone Moses on account of their miseries in the wilderness.14 There is no wonder 

then that certain biblical traditions regard murmuring in the wilderness as rebellion against God, 

ingratitude for his providence and forgetfulness of his miraculous works.  

By looking at the characteristics and characterisation of the people Moses led through the 

wilderness wanderings one has cause to affirm that Moses’ group was far from ideal. Apart from 

murmuring, there were cases of dissension in the decimated ranks and of fierce contests for 

leadership.15 It was a mixed multitude very much prepared not only to oppose God’s leaders and 

the authority he invested in them, but also to put YHWH to a test through rebellious murmuring 

(Exod 16:4; cf. 20:20; Deut 8:2, 16). It is among such a people and in such a situation that Moses 

emerged as a paradigmatic leader. Let us now consider how Moses played the role of leadership. 

3. Moses’ Leadership Style in Wilderness Wanderings  

Looking at the incredible circumstances in which Moses served as leader one would surmise that 

leadership was a mission impossible. But Moses’ leadership among a motley group of people 

proved successful. The success depended on two basic factors - self-discipline and personal 

qualities. As we have observed above Moses acquired self-discipline while spending his early 

adult age shepherding the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro. There in the Midian desert he got 

himself acquainted with the hazards of wilderness life, toughened, as it were, by his nomadic 

pastoralling experience. Besides self-discipline, Moses was also endowed with special personal 

qualities. All through the wilderness wanderings, he was presented as a “suffering” intercessor, 

sharing in the harsh realities of wilderness life with the people and at the same time interceding 

with God on their behalf for their basic needs. He did this despite the rabble’s frequent 

murmurings and hostile opposition against him. His intercession was far from being an 

encouragement for the murmuring and opposition or even to gain cheap popularity, but to make 

the people learn and appreciate who God was – a provident and gracious sustainer of even a 

grumbling mixed crowd. For God gives his gifts in abundance (Exod 16:24, 27; cf. Ps 78), giving 

to each one according as his or her needs dictate (Exod 18:18).16  

Important too is the fact that Moses, in humility, knows whom he must consult before the needs 

of his people are met, proving that he realises his limits and limitations. Accordingly, he directs 

the people’s grumbling to God who knows how best to respond to the needs – changing bitter 

water to sweet (portable) water (Exod 15:22-25), providing manna and quails in abundance 

                                                           
13 R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr., Bruce K. Waltke, eds. Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament 

(TWOT) (Chicago: Moody, 1980), 1097. 
14 Flavius Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews (Ant) 2. 15 in William Whiston, trans., The Works of Josephus 

(Hendrickson, 1987), 75. 
15 Cf. Gottwald, The Tribes, 455. 
16  Cf. E.O. Nwaoru, “Biblical Principles and Politics of Resource Control: Hermeneutical Issues in Nigerian 

Context,” (CIWA Theology Week Proceedings; Port Harcourt: CIWA Publications, 2006), 79-98; 86-89. 
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(Exod 16:1-36) and water from the rock (Exod 17:1-7), and granting victory in battle (Exod 

17:6-8). Over and above his being a visionary leader, privy to YHWH’s plan to feed the people 

(cf. Exod 16:11-12), Moses never presumes to exceed the boundaries of his role or assume roles 

proper to YHWH himself.  

Moses was depicted not just as a leader but an action leader who boosts the morale of his people 

in the face of hardships and attacks. “His uplifted hands,” according to Childs, “encouraged the 

Israelites to exert themselves fully, whereas without encouragement they slacked in battle.”17 

Moreover, his was a leadership that knows to be grateful for every success achieved. Thus he 

erected an altar after the victory over the Amalekites and called its name “YHWH is my banner” 

(Exod 17:15-16; cf. Ps 115:1). Moses’ leadership is one that takes delight in the needs of the 

people; for he is a leader for others, a leader who does not take advantage of the people’s 

miserable conditions to build up alternative image for himself. Simply put, Moses’ leadership 

style is one that leaves the leader contented with his position and mission.  

Moses’ leadership in the long wilderness wanderings has every potential to be dictatorial, and 

oppressive, and the regulations draconian, given the harsh conditions and many privations. But 

on the contrary, Moses chooses to combine firmness with compassion, adopt persuasion rather 

than confrontation in his style of leadership. Josephus depicts the situation thus: “Moses, though 

the multitude looked fiercely at him, did not, however, give over the care of them, but despised 

all dangers, out of his trust in God, who, as he had afforded them the several steps already taken 

for the recovery of their liberty ….”18  

Moses’ leadership style is characterised by its openness to new ideas. It admits of criticisms and 

shared/ collaborative responsibility. While accepting humbly the critique of his father-in-law 

over his leadership style which can be branded a “do it all” approach (Exod 18:13, 15-18), Moses 

takes steps to correct the shortcomings of his administration to guarantee maximum peace and 

harmony in the community (Exod 18:24-26).19 In fighting the Amalekites he has to engage 

Joshua, Aaron and Hur in order to achieve collective victory. As Joseph Hall rightly remarks in 

his contemplations, “In vain shall Moses be upon the hill, if Joshua be not in the valley.”20  

The overall interest of Moses’ leadership style is the welfare of the people and good relationship 

with God which he pursues in spite of all natural and human adversities. The fact that his 

leadership style could bring about a new social community notwithstanding all threats of 

disintegration, marks it out as revolutionary. 

4. Leadership and Its Challenges: Moses’ Experience 

The challenges confronting Moses’ leadership can be said to have arisen from different fronts. 

They include primarily the problems of the harsh environment and conditions under which he 

operated and, above all, the motley nature of the group he led. The hardships gave cause for 

strong criticism and hostile opposition against Moses and the entire enterprise. Such a challenge 

could have been handled in different ways by different leaders. Some leaders would have chosen 

a militant or even military option. Some could have been selective, fishing out the rebels, most 

likely, according to their ethnic origins. But Moses refuses to adopt any aggressive policies. He 

                                                           
17 Childs, Exodus, 315. 
18 Ant, 2. 15 in The Works, 75. 
19 It has to be recalled that Moses alone gave oracles, decided disputes, proclaimed and taught divine will, and 

mediated between God and the people.  
20 Cited by Childs, Exodus, 317. 



 7 

remains focused in the face of provocations, even when the persistent murmurings were 

tantamount to rebellion and unfaithfulness to God. Definitely the people’s total apathy to 

leadership was a great challenge in itself. Such apathy was met by Moses’ empathy and positive 

actions. No wonder Moses was constantly portrayed as a true empathetic leader, ready to care 

and show concern for everyone to the bewilderment of his father-in-law, Jethro (Exod 18:13-16; 

cf. 2:11-12, 15-19). This explains why Moses was able to hold the motley group together all 

through the wilderness journey. 

Moses leadership was also faced with the challenge of acting not only positively but also timely 

and properly. The challenge was evident when the Amalekites attacked the people unprovoked. 

Moses has to take some vital decisions on how to prosecute the battle even without YHWH’s 

outright direction (Exod 17:9-13). He assigned duties to Joshua and devised the act of stretching 

hands, supported by Aaron and Hur. Moses was also confronted with the hard decision to accept 

the counsel of a foreigner, Jethro, to modify his leadership/ administrative style without 

reference to YHWH (Exod 18:24-26). All this indicates that Moses was a stable and strong 

personality and leader, capable of taking independent decisions that would foster the welfare of 

the people under his charge and not mere executor of YHWH’s direction in obtaining water 

(Exod 15:22-25; 17:5-6), and in providing manna and quails (Exod 16:12). 

Highly attractive to leadership is the temptation to use public power to solve personal issues, a 

tendency very visible in Saul (cf. 1 Sam 13:8-14), but more pronounced in David, in spite of all 

his glories (cf. 2 Sam 11). But our text portrays Moses, as in other texts, as exceptional. 

Although he was equipped with the miraculous staff of God, the symbol of his power and 

authority, Moses never employed it in the wilderness to meet personal needs. Instead, he 

employed it only at the command of YHWH and for the good of the people (Exod 17:5-6).21 

Totalitarianism is another feature very often noticed among leaders. The circumstances under 

which Moses led the people were enough to cause a rupture and anarchy in a mixed multitude. 

But Moses realised the challenge of combining exercise of power / authority with humaneness 

and, in this way, held the motley group together throughout the period of wanderings. More still, 

he avoided adding more burden to the existing ones, and engaged in pleading for YHWH’s 

mercy on the erring members of the group. In this way he corrected their corrupt view of God’s 

plan for them. Josephus broadly described Moses’ persuasive approach and act thus:  

But as for Moses himself, while the multitude were irritated and bitterly set against him, 

he cheerfully relied upon God, and upon his consciousness of the care he had taken of 

these his own people; and he came into the midst of them, even while they clamoured 

against him, and had stones in their hands in order to despatch him. Now he was of an 

agreeable presence, and very able to persuade the people by his speeches; accordingly he 

began to mitigate their anger, and exhorted them not to be over-mindful of their present 

adversities, lest they should thereby suffer the benefits that had formerly been bestowed 

on them to slip out of their memories.... 22 

Common among many political leaders is the act of creating ministers without portfolio, a 

practice most often perceived as a way of compensating political allies, thus serving the leader’s 

                                                           
21 See E.O. Nwaoru, “Magic in the Ancient World and African Culture”, A Kind of Magic, Understanding Magic in 

the New Testament and its Religious Environment ed. Michael Labahn and Bert Jan Lietaert Peerbolte (LNTS 306; 

London: T &T Clark, 2007), 20-40; 22-24. 
22 Ant, 3. 1 in The Works, 79. 
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interest. Such “ministers” have no place in Moses’ leadership scheme. He appoints people into 

office when it is absolutely necessary to do so, and gives the appointees the free hand to 

discharge their duties. For instance, Joshua was allowed to choose those who would fight with 

him against the Amalekites (Exod 17:9-10). Also Moses gave the people he appointed as 

overseers of different groups a free hand to exercise the power invested in them (Exod 18:25-26). 

Unlike many leaders Moses is one of those leaders who realise the shortness of time in office, 

and that they are not absolute monarchs. This motivated him to choose and groom a successor 

under divine guidance in order to finally accomplish his mission. Joshua, as it were, was 

assigned serious duties to perform under the fatherly supervision of Moses, for Moses’ 

broadmindedness prevailed over the challenge of power monopoly. 

5. Moses: A Model for African Leaders 

Having tried to understand Moses through his leadership style in the wilderness wanderings and 

the way he coped with the challenges therein, we shall now focus on the relevance of our 

findings for the leaders in Africa in general and Nigeria in particular. A good leader does not lose 

anything if he or she is open to ideas and (constructive) criticisms, even if they were coming 

from unexpected or/and unfriendly quarters. Our pericope shows that pondering over and 

digesting such ideas meant much for Moses, for he never treated with levity any dissident voice. 

Rather the criticisms enabled him to know the feelings of the people under his leadership so that 

he could act fast to spare the community from anarchy and total collapse. Moreover, such 

moments offered him the opportunity to go for help where he would receive it, namely to 

YHWH. This raises the question whether or not our political and perhaps religious leaders take 

kindly to heart the honest ideas and outcry of the people they lead.  

While Moses was accommodating to all and sundry he also had a way of dealing with the 

numerous issues challenging his leadership. That way is succinctly summarised by Taylor and 

Harvey thus: “He [Moses] recognises his problems, acknowledges his feelings, takes his 

problems and his complaints to God, finds courage and strength in God’s promises to try again, 

and obediently follows God’s directions.”23 This approach of Moses to challenges of leadership 

could also be a source of inspiration for leaders today. Each must have his or her own stronghold 

in the face of leadership crises. Moses’ support was his God; what do many of our leaders have 

today as their mainstay? 

Self-discipline is one of the most crucial elements in leadership. Lack of it has tarnished the 

image of many leaders, secular and religious, or completely brought down their regime. Its 

problems could take the form of moral and religious decadence, or corruption in its various 

shades. Whichever, Moses’ self-discipline helped him in no small way to emerge out of the long 

wilderness journey a paradigmatic leader who has the courage to take positive action at proper 

time in defence of the weak and oppressed against acts of injustice and unjust aggression. In fact, 

such a quality marks Moses out right from his early adult age as a man who stands out to stick 

out his neck when all others would hide their heads in sand (cf. Exod 2:15-19). Such is the mark 

of good leadership Africa needs today more than ever. 

A paradigmatic leader is very often a sign of contradiction. He does not settle with the status 

quo. Rather he provides “leadership which seems nonsensical, illogical and unreasonable but 

                                                           
23 Marion Ann Taylor & John E. Harvey, “Moses,” in Willem A. Van Gemeren, et al., eds., New International 

Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis (NIDOTTE) 4 (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997), 956. 



 9 

nonetheless is possible, reasonable and understandable as God’s will.”24 Moses’ leadership under 

harsh conditions and circumstances would qualify for this description because Moses like every 

good leader is seen to be visionary and revolutionary. Unfortunately, one can say that lack of 

visionary and revolutionary mind is the bane of the leadership style of many African/Nigerian 

leaders today. Perhaps borrowing a leaf from Moses’ leadership style in this regard may mark the 

beginning of the revolution. 

Conclusion 

Judging from Moses’ leadership style and his numerous qualities, which lightened the burden of 

the wilderness wanderings, one cannot but agree with the picture Joshua, the disciple of Moses, 

created of his master in the Testament of Moses, when he referred to him as “that sacred spirit, 

worthy of the Lord, manifold and incomprehensible, master of leaders, faithful in all things, the 

divine prophet for the whole earth, the perfect teacher in the world .…”25 This corroborates the 

findings of this paper about  Moses and his leadership style in the wilderness wanderings. They all 

portray him as an ideal and paradigmatic leader of all times whose influence cuts across all nations. 

But as underscored here Moses did not emerge as leader from an ideal society. Instead the people 

were regarded as mixed crowd with all its ugly connotations. Yet God raises a leader from and for 

such a society to emphasise that good leadership is not entirely a human or societal affair. In fact, 

biblical evidence shows, to the contrary, that emergence of good leadership does not often 

depend on good citizenship. It is the chosen leader who in spite of all odds, endeavours to make 

the people / community good or at least bear with them to change their life conditions. This is 

why every leadership is a mission. Like every mission, it originates from acute degeneration of 

human society that calls for selfless service. Moses is one of those biblical leaders presented to 

aspiring leaders, especially in African societies, for emulation. He emerges as leader among a 

faceless motley group to liberate the people from bondage and to lead them to freedom. It is in 

this way that good leadership begets good citizenship. 

                                                           
24 Harris, Sr., The Biblical Foundations of Leadership.  
25 Cf. J. Priest, trans., “Testament of Moses,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha Vol. 1 

(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1983), 11:16. 
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Good Citizenship and Leadership: Judges 9:1-21 in the Nigerian Context 

Sr. Agnes Acha 

Introduction 

The Israelites conceived God as their king. Judges 9:1-21 intends to emphasize the idea of 

theocracy in Israel. Although they had leaders of all sorts throughout the course of their history, 

these were considered as ruling or guiding the people on behalf of God. During the time of the 

Judges which forms the backdrop of the pericope, the question of human kingship was not yet 

totally accepted by the people. Gideon for example rejected the offer of kingship. He says: “I 

will not rule over you, and my son will not rule over you; the Lord will rule over you” (cf. Judg 

8:23). Therefore, human leadership is welcomed by the people only on the ground that the leader 

is acting on behalf of God. Judges 9:1-21 depicts Abimelechs’ attempt to usurp leadership and 

establish a monarchy contrary to the will of his father, Gideon and God in the pre-monarchic era 

in Israel.    

It is supposed to be “perhaps the most instructive chapter in the book of Judges”.1 On the one 

hand, it highlights Abimelech’s intrigues for power at all costs (Judg 9:1-6) and on the other, 

Jotham’s reproach of such attitude employing the parable of the trees (vv.7-15) and its 

application to Abimelech’s attitude and challenging the elders who supported him (vv.16-20). He 

can rightly be likened to a great tyrant who came into power like a fox, ruled like a lion and died 

like a dog.   

Our aim in this essay is to reread the biblical passage (Judg 9,1-21) in the Nigerian context. An 

exegetical analysis and interpretation, which aims at a good understanding of the passage in its 

original context, is made. This is followed by the application of the passage to the Nigerian 

context. In this regard, three main actors are individuated: Abimelech and his power 

drunkenness; the lords of Shechem and their inability to apply reason instead of sentiments of 

kinship; and the noble trees in the parable of Jotham and their refusal of kingship. Thus he 

satirizes the abortive idea of monarchy in the pre-monarchical epoch in Israel. The paper 

demonstrates how each of these main characters is reflected in the Nigerian context. Aware of 

the intrinsic relationship between good leadership and citizenship, a survey of the role of good 

citizenship towards good governance is made. Some of the challenges to good citizenship are 

indicated. 

Exegetical Analysis of Judges 9:1-21 

1.0 Preamble 

This passage narrates the tragic account of the life of Abimelech (chap. 9). It is supplementary to 

the Gideon narratives. Abimelech was a son of Gideon by a Shechemite concubine (cf. Judg 

8:31). He used Temple money to hire killers to murder his 70 half-brothers, the other sons of 

Gideon. The only surviving one Jotham, related a parable of the trees electing a worthless 

bramble to rule them when the other trees refused to rule. This parable was applied to 

Abimelech. Jotham predicted that Abimelech's reign would be brief and that his Shechemite 

supporters would desert him. In this way the author of the book of Judges ridiculed the 

uselessness of monarchy. This prediction came true: Abimelech was mortally wounded by a 

millstone hurled by a woman. In order to avoid the humiliation of death at a woman's hands, he 

                                                           
1 J.M. Myers, “The Book of Judges”, The Interpreter’s Bible vol. 2 (Nashville 1953), 751. 
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asked his armor-bearer to kill him (9:54). He ruled for only three years. The story typifies what 

would happen to the Israelites if they rejected God as their king. 

The name Abimelech means “my father is king”. This name which carries some royalty in it 

must have contributed to his ambition. However, Gideon, Abimelech’s father himself, rejected 

the kinship offer by the people. So Abimelech’s ambition for kingship is contrary to his father’s 

wish. He was not even a judge unlike his father. It is evident that Abimelech had no call from 

God to this honor as his father was called as a judge to deliver Israel. Worthy of note is that 

throughout the passage there is no mention of Yahweh, or spirit of Yahweh. Abimelech was 

simply acting on his own.   

1.1 A Close Reading of the Text 

1.1.1 The Structure of the Passage 

Judg 9:1-3:  Abimelech constrained his maternal relations to support him 

Judg 9:4-5: Abimelech repays their trust with a massacre 

Judg 9:6: The men of Shechem make Abimelech their king 

Judg 9:7-15: The parable of the trees 

Judg  9:16-21: Jotham applies the parable: the city of Shechem will be repaid for choosing such a 

worthless fellow. 

The story of Abimelech’s career is considered to be “the organizational midpoint of the book”.2 

According to Bolling, “considerations of space suggest that the stories in Judges are arranged so 

as to center rhetorically in the abortive experiment with monarchy at Shechem, where covenant 

renewal had climaxed the preceding era”.3 Shechem was a Canaanite city, though Joseph was 

buried there (cf. Gen 34). Joshua was said to have delivered his farewell address to Israel there 

also (Josh 24:1.25; the LXX reads Shiloh for Shechem in both places). 

 

1.1.2  Judges 9:1-3:  Abimelech constrained his maternal relations to support him 

Abimelech the Son of Jerubbaal went to Shechem…: Abimelech was the son of Jerubbaal 

(another name for Gideon given in Judges 8:35), but he was not the clear successor to his father's 

place of leadership. This was for two reasons: God had not established a hereditary monarchy in 

Israel, and there were sixty-nine other sons of Gideon (Judges 8:30) who might also want to 

succeed their father. The name Abimelech which means, “my father is king” is ambiguous. It 

could be referring to either Gideon or the God of Israel. The name recurs with incomparable 

frequency (39 times in 57 verses). He was able to convince his mother’s relations with the 

argument that he is their bone and their flesh. The Hebrew word, ‘esem can mean bone, 

substance or self. The people of Shechem demonstrated that “blood is thicker than reason”. 

Moreover, the fact that he is the son of a deliverer was also of great advantage.  

So their hearts inclined to follow Abimelech, for they said "He is our brother." 

                                                           
2 R.G. Bolling, “Judges, Book of”, ABD (New York, 1992), 1110; see also T.L.J. Mafico, “Judges”, The 

International Bible Commentary (Collegeville, 1998), 560; O’Connor, “Judges”, 133. 
3 Bolling, “Judges, Book of”, 1110. He noted that in the BHS Chap 1-5 are contained in 10 pages, 11 pages are 

dedicated to Gideon and Abimelech alone (Judg 6-9) while 20 pages are enough for all that follows (chaps 10-21). 
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At the city of Shechem, Abimelech convinced his maternal relations to support him as king over 

his brothers. Thus, the men of Shechem agreed to accept Abimelech as their leader - perhaps 

even the king - of Israel. 

1.1.3 Judges 4-5: Abimelech repays their trust with a massacre 

So they gave him seventy shekels of silver from the temple of Baal-berith: The maternal relations 

of Abimelech gave him some "start-up money" to establish his leadership. He utilized the money 

in a very dreadful manner by hiring “worthless and reckless men” to kill all his brothers whom 

he supposed to be his opponents, to make sure that he arises to the throne without opposition. 

The text does not however, give any impression that the other sons of Gideon have the same 

ambition as Abimelech. However, this may not be completely ruled out. 

The temple of Baal-Berith: Abimelech received his pay from the temple dedicated to Baal. Judg 

8:33-35 forms the background of  Israel’s worship of Baal-berith. After the death of Gideon, 

the people turned their back against Yahweh and went after other gods particularly Baal-berith. 

The men of Shechem supported the plan because it was good for them – not because it was 

morally good or right in their thinking. The city of Shechem played an important role during the 

Joshua-Judges period. It was a convention center for northern Israelites after the death of 

Solomon; it was also the political capital of Jeroboam I.4 The judges of Israel as indicated above 

were political and religious leaders of the people. Above all, they led the people to war against 

the numerous enemies. Gideon rejected the offer of kingship (Judg 8:23) but he exercised 

charismatic leadership over the people. Abimelech had no such interest at heart. He was 

motivated by egoistic ambitions.  

1.1.4 Judges 9:6: Abimelech was made king                                                                                            

They went and made Abimelech king by the oak of the pillar at Shechem: It is almost difficult to 

tell who is worse - Abimelech who did the murdering, or the men of Shechem who supported 

him. This was an ungodly leader given to an ungodly people, who first rejected God's leadership 

over the nation and then embraced a cruel and brutal person as leader. Ironically, Abimelech's 

coronation took place at the same tree where Joshua had solemnly placed a copy of the law of 

God (Joshua 24:26). The law was right there, but Israel refused to read or heed to it. This spot is 

an especially venerated place (cf. Gen 35:4). 

Issues to clarify are whether Abimelech became the king of Shechem, the king of Israel, or if he 

initially became the king of Shechem, and then became the king of all of Israel. In any event, 

although Israel is not supposed to have a king, he definitely considered himself to be a “real” 

king, since he eliminated all of his brothers, preventing them from trying to overthrow him. 

According to Hunt, Abimelech’s kingship was restricted to Shechem and some few Israelite 

clans”.5 

1.1.4 Judges 9:7-15: The parable of the trees and Jotham’s warning 

Jotham was the only son of Gideon to escape the massacre at the stone (Judges 9:5). Here he told 

a parable to rebuke the men of Shechem for their choice of Abimelech as a king and also 

predicted doom for them and their king. 

                                                           
4 Myers, The Book of Judges, 751. 
5 Hunt, The Books of Joshua and Judges, 107 
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The trees once went out to anoint a king over themselves. So they said to the olive tree, 'Reign 

over us: In the parable, the worthy trees (the olive, the fig, and the vine) did not want to be king. 

But the unworthy bramble agreed to be king. The movement is in a descending order: from the 

most important of the trees to the worthless one. The request to the three trees is for emphasis on 

the request and particularly on the rejection.   

In response to the request, the olive tree used the verb lānû‘a which means “to totter or wave”. 

The word me lôkah which the trees used in their request was intentionally avoided in the 

response. This was probably intended to reserve the idea of kingship to Yahweh alone. 

Moreover, “the act of wavering suggests not only the ceremonial pomp of kings but also 

vagabondage (cf. Gen 4:12.14)”.6 The verb yekabdu ̂ used in this verse means “to honor. The 

olive was the most important of fruit trees because it’s oil was used to anoint honored guests and 

kings. It is also used at feasts and sacrifices. 

The fig tree (te’enah) was also approached by the trees with the same request. She answered 

them:  shall I stop producing my sweetness and my delicious fruit, and go to sway over the trees? 

The word mo ̄t ̱eq means sweetness and it is a hapax legomenon in the OT.7 And the noun, 

tenûbāt ̱i ̂ which is used in the verse in the common, feminine, singular, construct, means (fruit) 

produce. The fig tree declined too on the grounds of the importance of its stable and cherished 

fruit. Then the trees went to the vine (gāfen) and made the same request. The vine responded 

thus: shall I stop producing my wine that cheers gods and mortals, and go to sway over the trees? 

Tîrôs ̌i ̂ is from the noun ti ̂rûs ̌ which means “fresh or new wine”. The verbal form mesammeaḥ is 

piel, participle, masculine, singular absolute. It is from the verb sāmaḥ and it means “to 

gladden”. 

It is important to note that the movement and response in the three noble trees is more or less 

uniform. In v. 14, there is a slight difference in the narrative: and all the trees said to the bramble, 

“come you and rule over us”. In this verse unlike in the others, there is an explicit mention of 

kol-ha‘e ̄si ̂m. This is probably for emphasis and to highlight the difference between this tree and 

the preceding ones. The tree ’a ̄ṭād “bramble or buckthorn” has no special utility like the other 

trees. So it was very quick to respond in the positive but with a condition. One gets the 

impression that the bramble was not convinced that the trees were serious with their request thus 

the phrase ’im be’e ̌met ̱ if really, if in truth. However, with the statement “you have come to 

anoint me as king over you” there is an impression that he was not doubtful but was ready to be 

anointed king. The condition is that the people should come and seek refuge in its shade. 

Otherwise fire comes out of the bramble and devours the cedars of Lebanon. This is an 

intimation that the bramble would be an oppressive ruler and would destroy anyone who 

disagreed with him. Moreover, “the thornbush or bramble may claim to “offer protection” (one 

sense of the word ṣel) but it hardly affords any real “shade” (the other sense), being a ground 

cover of the sort that propagates forest fires. The tree has been described as being “sharp and 

useless and ugly…”8  One test of the character of a man is to see how he treats those who 

disagree with him. If his only desire is to destroy them, then he is much like the bramble - plenty 

of good points, but no real substance for good. 

 

                                                           
6 M. O’Connor, “Judges”, The New Jerome Biblical Commentary (London 1989) 140. 
7 Cf. L. Koehler – W. Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros (Leiden 1985) 583. 
8 J.M., Myers, “The Book of Judges”, The Interpreter’s Bible vol. 2 (Nashville 1953) 753. 
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1.1.5 Judges 9:16-21: Application of the Parable by Jotham  

The attention is shifted from Abimelech to the lords of Shechem. This implies that the city of 

Shechem will be repaid for choosing such a worthless man. Jothan appeals to their conscience 

reminding them all that Gideon his father did for the people which they have repaid with evil. 

The verbal form ya ̄ṣel from the verb nāṣal means “to deliver, snatch”. Miyyad midya ̄n literally 

means “from the hand of Midian”. Thus it means that Gideon delivered the people “from the 

power of…”. This is because the word yad also means power”.9 The real reason the men of 

Shechem supported Abimelech was because he was their brother. Abimelech's mother, was from 

Shechem. It is possible that he grew up at Shechem (cf. Judges 8:31). Jotham's warning to the 

men of Shechem was that their unwise choice will come back to hurt them. He predicted that 

"fire" would come forth from Abimelech and devour them.  

God had warned the men of Shechem through Jotham. Yet they rejected the warning of God, and 

therefore came to ruin. The story of Abimelech, the men of Shechem, and Jotham shows us that 

there is a real and terrible price to pay for rejecting God's warnings. The name of Jotham means 

God is perfect. This evidences in his rebuke of evil people.  

Abimelech though the son of Gideon (Judges 8:31) did not share his father’s love for God. In 

sharp contrast to the judges who acknowledged God as the only true king over Israel, Abimelech 

aggressively sought to be king in Israel for his own selfish desires. In the whole of scripture, it 

was God himself who often took the initiative to appoint a leader, Judge or king for the people. 

Abimelech’s was an exceptional case. Just is not mentioned in any way in all the fifty-seven 

verses of the chapter.  His parable evidences the ridiculous and dangerous adventure of some 

politicians. 

The olive tree, the fig tree and the vine rejected the offer of kingship. They were content to grow 

where God has planted them and to produce the kind of fruit God desired. The implication here 

is that these honorable trees refused to tear their roots from the soil and soar above the other trees 

in a presumptuous act of self-promotion. Gideon...represented one of the good trees invited to 

become king [Judges 8:23], though exact identifications are not needed. Noble, capable leaders 

like Gideon believed that the theocracy, not a monarchy, was the best form of government.  

The Abimelech is equated to thorn bush who craved for power and prestige (Judges 9:15). Its 

invitation to "take refuge in my shade" refers to the traditional role of the king, who offered 

special protection to those traveling on his behalf. They were said to be "in his shade" (Hos 14:7; 

see also Isa 30:2 and Dan 4:12). In reality, as the original audience knew very well, a thorn bush 

cannot give shade. Jotham’s point was this: a productive person would be too busy doing good to 

want to bother with power politics. A worthless person, on the other hand, would be glad to 

accept the honor — but he would destroy the people he ruled. Abimelech, like a thorn bush, 

could offer Israel no real protection or security.  

One is reminded of true power founded in a shadow so that those who were ill came close: “that 

at least the shadow of Peter passing might overshadow some of them” (Acts 5:15). Similar 

expressions are found in Pss 17:8; 63:7; 91:1. But in the bramble there is no healing, no rest, no 

security. Thus it is better to have no leader at all than to have the bramble, Abimelech as king. 

The trees started with the most important and capable tree and ended with a worthless one. When 

capable people refuse to get involved in politics and take up leadership role, the danger is that 

                                                           
9 Koehler – Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros, 363. 
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incompetent and unreliable ones maneuver their way through. In this way doing more harm than 

good to the populace.  

The words "let fire come out of the thorn bush and consume the cedars of Lebanon" (Judges 

9:15) refer to the wrath of Abimelech, which would come upon the leaders of Shechem. This 

happened eventually: Abimelech destroyed Shechem (verse 45) and burned its leaders in the city 

tower (verses 46-49). God’s prophecy against Abimelech (verse 20) also came true: This 

renegade Israelite was finally killed at Thebez (verses 50-54). His brief flirtation with kingship 

had cost him his life. Throughout Israel’s history, Abimelech was remembered as the man who 

was killed by a woman (cf. 2 Samuel 11:21). The man who struggled for power at all costs 

became an object of scorn and derision.   

The tragic end of Abimelech demonstrates the fact that “…all who take the sword will perish by 

the sword” (cf. Matt 26:52). The passage does not just say, that Yahweh caused strife between 

Abimelech and the people of Shechem but that the Lord sent “an evil spirit between” them (cf. 

9:23).  

The chapter ends thus with a note that God repaid Abimelech for the crime he committed against 

his father in killing his seventy brothers and God also made the wickedness of the people of 

Shechem fall back on their heads, and on them came the curse of Jotham son of  Jerub-Baal (cf. 

vv. 56–57). When the bible says that God was punishing both Abimelech and Shechem, one 

wonders if it was only for the crime of killing Abimelech’s brothers, or if he is also punishing 

them for the crime of setting up a king. The text is not explicit on this, but we know that Yahweh 

was supposed to be Israel’s king, so it is supposedly for both crimes. The absence of the name of 

Yahweh in the whole pericope (Judg 9-21) “signals the narrator’s theological valuation, which 

otherwise is left to the tone of the narrative plus Jotham’s pronouncement”.10 

Beth-milo means “house of the filled-in section” and it is a special, fortified part of the city.11 

After delivering the parable, Jotham fled to Beer which has been identified as “…the present El-

bireh, north of Beth-shaan and east of Tabor”.12 Myers and some other scholars consider the 

place as unknown.13 

2. Interpretation 

The parable of Jotham teaches that everyone has a role to play in God’s overall plan for 

humankind and in the human community. If somebody tries to play a different role from that 

which God has destined for him/her, then there is problem. It has a negative impact on the whole. 

For instance, in the case of the trees, the olive tree says that it will not give up its olive in order to 

sway over the trees. The noble trees rejected the enticing honor of royalty and were made subject 

to a mean plant, so did Abimelech of less noble birth than the seventy sons of Gideon now 

tyrannize over the people. Olives are fruits used to make oil which serves a lot of purposes like 

anointing people, to make them glad etc. If it were to rule over the trees, it would be missing its 

calling and consequently, there will be no oil for anointing. Moreover, oil was used in the 

worship both of the true God and of false gods; it was prescribed in the worship of Yahweh (cf. 

                                                           
10 R.G. Bolling, “Judges, Book of”, 1111. 
11 Hunt, The Books of Joshua and Judges, 107; cf. Y. Aharoni, The Land of the Bible: A Historical Geography 

(Philadelphia, 1979), 264. 
12 Hunt, The Books of Joshua and Judges, 107. 
13 Myers, The Book of Judges, 753. 

http://www.biblegateway.com/bible?version=31&passage=judges+9:56-57
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Lev 2:1, 6, 15; 24:2). It was also used to consecrate prophets, priests and kings (cf. Exodus 

30:25, 30; 1 Sam 10:1; 16:13).  

In like manner if the fig tree were to give up its calling and then goes to swear over the trees, it 

would be failing on its duty to bear fruits that feed. So also is it with the vine tree. It is known to 

produce wine to cheer the heart of the humans. Wine was used in libations both in the Temple of 

Jerusalem and in the pagan temples. It is believed that “Oil, fig and vine were the most valuable 

productions of the land of Canaan, whereas the briar was good for nothing but to burn…the briar, 

which has nothing but thorns upon it, and does not even cast sufficient shadow for anyone to lie 

down in its shadow and protect himself from burning heat of the sun, is an admirable simile for a 

worthless man, who can do nothing but harm. The words of the briar, “Trust in my shadows, 

seek refuge there, contained a deep irony, the truth of which the Shechemites were very soon to 

discover”.14   

The refusal of all the dignified trees to be king “is evidence of the insignificance of kingship in 

the thinking of Israel at that time”.15 The purpose of the Abimelech episode and the fable is to 

demonstrate “…that the search for security through the establishment of the monarchy will end 

by destroying the very security so eagerly sought in human, political terms”.16 According to the 

deuteronomistic editor, it is only obedience to the written law (Deuteronomy) that determines 

Israel’s future and not the quest for kingship. Yahweh is conceived as the one and only king of 

Israel.  

Jotham’s parable thus evidences the ridiculous and dangerous adventure of some politicians. 

Each time any election is conducted, the citizens are being challenged to see leadership 

responsibilities through the eyes of faith. They have the obligation to ensure that only people 

with competence and integrity are elected into the right offices. This is because “good 

governance and the promotion of the common good are not exclusive responsibility of 

government. Other actors such as individuals, families, the private sector…have a part to play”.17 

Through its social teachings, the church tries to reawaken the spiritual energy without which 

justice, which always demands sacrifice cannot prevail and prosper. 

3. Role of the Citizens to ensure Good Leadership 

Good citizenship results to good leadership and vice versa. Therefore, one cannot be a good 

leader if he/she is not a good citizen. It is rightly so because, it is eventually from among the 

citizens that the leaders spring forth. One can rarely make a good leader if one has been a bad, 

rebellious, undisciplined citizen. Good citizenship requires that at every level, votes are casted 

for candidates who deserve them. This implies, the most qualified according to the office in 

question; those who are straightforward, intelligent, truthful and trustworthy. It is important to 

vote for those who have the common good and interest at heart. People with egoistic, tribalistic, 

tendencies should not be voted for. Good citizenship requires that religious bigot be dismissed. 

Those who have no regard for moral and religious educational systems should not be voted in. 

Those who are in search for money and fame may not be the best of leaders. 

Good citizenship entails support for leaders. This includes the good, bad and even 

incapable ones who maneuvered their way through. This is because God’s ways are not the same 

                                                           
14 Myers, “The Book of Judges”, 753.  
15 Myers, “The Book of Judges”, 753. 
16 L. Hoppe, Joshua and Judges with an Excursus on Charismatic Leadership in Israel (Delaware, 1982), 160. 
17 L.I. Ugorji, Good Governance and Challenges of Electing Credible leaders in 2007 (Umuahia, 2006), 13.  

http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus2.htm#v1
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus2.htm#v6
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus2.htm#v15
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus24.htm#v2
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/exodus/exodus30.htm#v25
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/exodus/exodus30.htm#v25
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/exodus/exodus30.htm#v30
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/1samuel/1samuel10.htm#v1
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/1samuel/1samuel16.htm#v13
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as the humans’. Sometimes he chooses and makes use of “broken vessels” in order to achieve his 

purpose. His choice of them can be to correct, form, reform and transform them. The leader may 

not always be the best from every perspective. God supports the leaders whom he chooses and is 

not happy when they are despised. When things go wrong in any set-up be it in small 

communities or the larger society, the normal thing is to blame the leaders that they are not doing 

it right. We tend to forget that a tree does not make a forest. If each individual or group plays 

his/her/their parts very well, then a wonderful result will be achieved. Mother Theresa of 

Calcutta vividly puts it that the whole world will be clean if each person sweeps in front of 

his/her house. Some citizens fail to play their own parts towards the growth of the society and 

the nation at large, and keep pointing accusing fingers at the leaders. Consequently, they do 

everything possible to “pull down” the leader probably to have a chance to rule. Some 

demonstrate this by laissez-faire attitude to duties, insincerity, lack of commitment and 

dedication to their work. What matters for such people is to be paid at the end of the month no 

matter how bad they have performed. 

For a high level of productivity and out-put, the active participation of all members is required. 

This implies that no member should be passive or exhibit a nonchalant attitude. Every 

democracy has the duty to encourage able people to offer their abilities toward the common 

good. The quest for power at all costs is very common to this nation today. Already, people have 

started warming up for next year’s election and have also commenced with the elimination of 

their probable opponents which was exactly what Abimelech did according to this pericope. 

Abimelech’s short reign was marked by treachery and bloodshed. The trees in the parable of 

Jotham (Judg 9:7-15) each realized the fact that not all are called to be leaders. They are also 

aware that it does not mean that they have no active and important roles to play towards the 

common good.  

This parable envisions that each member of the community (society) is important and has an 

important role to play. Nobody can or should say that he/she has nothing to offer. The three trees 

in this parable represent the whole society since the number three in the bible is symbolic. It 

indicates totality, whole. Collaboration and cooperation among citizens is very important. This 

does not mean cooperation in evil. The young people in particular should realize that they are the 

future leaders of the nation, to lead Nigeria aright and for the better. Thus they should shun vices 

like truancy, cultism, easy means of making money etc. People should realize that money is not 

everything because any money without knowledge is nothing.  

The need for respect for the Spirit of complementarity cannot be overemphasized. The noble 

trees of Jotham’s parable all point towards that. Both leaders and citizens should be conscious of 

the fact that each person is unique. Consequently, each has his/her talents and areas of 

competence. It is often said that no two individuals are the same. This requires than that they 

complement one another for efficient growth and development. Therefore, instead of always 

seeking to eliminate our “opponents” either in politics or in other works of life, we strive to 

concentrate on developing and improving on our own talents.   

It is important to acknowledge and accept one’s position in the whole (i.e. as a member of the 

society/nation). It is very important that each individual realizes his/her position in the whole and 

maintain it. The problem is that people do not often acknowledge and accept their talents, gifts 

and positions. Some others are over presumptuous, attributing to themselves what they are not, 

like Abimelech. This often results to misplacement of priority, over ambition and greed for 
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power. The noble trees of the parable of Jotham are models in this regard; they acknowledged 

their area of strength and are proud to contribute their quota to the common good.  

Harnessing the resources towards the common good is indispensible. Every citizen has a role to 

play in this regard. Thus it does not depend only on the leaders to harness the common resources 

for the common good. The common good is often considered as the sum total of social 

conditions enabling individuals, families and organizations to achieve their own fulfillment more 

fully or easily.18 Good leadership gives preference to the basic needs: food, clothing and housing 

for the people.  

Dedication and Commitment to duties is very crucial in this discuss. Good behavior will enable 

the citizens to turn out to be good ambassadors of the nation wherever they find themselves. A 

good leader should be God-fearing and respectful of the rights of the people. He should be 

irreproachable, self-controlled, modest, a good teacher by word and example, must not be 

addicted to drink. He ought not to be contentious with foul language or speak half-truths to 

mislead, but rather be gentle, peaceful, and considerate of others’ views and interest. He/she 

must be a good manger of his/her household – “for if a man does not know how to manage his 

own house, how can he take care of a whole nation?” (cf. 1 Tim 2:1-3). Many leaders in our 

society today fall short of all the leadership qualities enumerated above.  

There is need for Nigerians to shun brain drainage. Nigeria’s retrogression has led many 

meaningful Nigerians to seek for greener pastures overseas. This, however, is a simplistic 

solution. The Nigerian problem should rather be tackled form the root. These people who would 

have contributed immensely to the labour force and helped in development of the nation migrate 

and help in developing the economy of other countries. Thus those countries continue to develop 

while Nigeria continues to retrogress. It is also true that most of these Nigerians do not find life 

easy at all out there. Sometimes, they are subjected to inhuman treatment and are victims of 

racial discrimination. Moreover, in most cases, they are subjected to do menial jobs without due 

regard to their qualifications.    

4. Challenges to Good Citizenship in Nigeria in the light of Judges 9:1-21 

Incapable leaders, having no leadership qualities make life difficult for those they lead. They are 

often in the front line in seeking for power. Some leaders are unable to read the signs of the times 

and to adapt to the changing trend of the society. They are sometimes enclosed in their own 

world. This may get on the nerves of the led. There is a tendency of rebellion in that instance. 

Inconsistency between the lead’s life and what he/she teaches reduces the trust of the citizens on 

their leader. Some leaders forget that everybody is equal before the law. They make certain 

demands from their subjects which they themselves are unable to keep. Sometimes they teach or 

command one thing and go contrary themselves. The old Latin adage exampla sunt validiora 

quam verba (examples are more valid than words) is very pertinent here. 

Lack of respect for human dignity and rights have adverse effects on the citizens. It is manifest in 

a total air of discontentment which may result to different forms of rebellion. There is need to 

allow and encourage individual initiatives. This is also in line with lack of respect for the dignity 

of the citizens.  If one feels that he/she is trusted, he/she puts in the best.  

                                                           
18 Ugorji, Good Governance and Challenges, 20; cf. Gaudium et Spes, 26, 74; Catechism of the Catholic Church, 

1877-1948.  
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Nigeria is terribly guilty of forcing leaders on people. Votes do not count in this country.  One 

needs only to recall what during the 2007 elections. When leaders are forced on the people, it 

takes a special discipline and the grace of God for the people to cooperate with that leader. It is 

therefore safer to allow people to choose their own leaders.   

Master/ Slave relationship jeopardizes the work of the leader. To achieve the cooperation of the 

led, the leader should avoid the master-slave relationship. It is important to win the confidence of 

the citizens. In line with the preceding point, brutal, wicked leaders inculcate fear into their 

subjects. Consequently, their subjects are not free with them. This can have devastating effect on 

both the leader and the led. This type of situation does not enhance cooperation, growth and 

development.  For people to be good citizens, there is need to have leaders who are able to love 

and care for them. 

Scorn for merit and competence posses it challenges on the citizens. This parable of the trees 

presupposes that God knows the ability of all its creatures before assigning their different duties 

to them. The worthy trees are contented with their various responsibilities given to them by God. 

Their master knew their abilities and treated them accordingly. Most often in our society today, 

other criteria rather than qualification are used for awarding contracts and jobs. Often it is simply 

based on friendship, personal relationship, tribalism, nepotism, son of the soilism etc. 

Consequently, we do not get the best results and the required efficiency, which in turn is 

manifested in low productivity and underdevelopment.    

Goodness is rarely extolled and rewarded. It is often observed that good people are almost 

always in the minority. They are often looked upon by the majority “crowd” as abnormal in our 

society where what is normal is abnormal and what is abnormal is conceived as normal.  Mutual 

trust on the part of the leaders and citizens is required. This is indispensible for the good of the 

society and the nation at large. 

Conclusion 

This passage (Judg 9:1-21) recapitulates the idea of good citizenship and leadership in the bible. 

Human beings naturally aspire for higher things. It is very natural. God generously shared his 

gifts to his creatures. Nobody can say that he/she did not get any from God. The rather 

unfortunate thing is that people often neglect their own gifts and waste their time and energy 

struggling and forcing themselves to be that which was not made for or destined for them. 

Nigeria as a nation and individuals in the various works of life seem to fall into this category. 

This attitude is manifested in the modus vivendi and modus facendi of the Nigerians individually 

and collectively. It is just very few Nigerians that acknowledge the wealth of this nation. Can one 

rightly say that our nation is not gifted when Nigeria ranks number seven among the oil 

producing nations of the world? 

Self-made kings do not last. Kingship and leadership should be exercised in acknowledgment of 

the absolute reign of God over all humans and all creatures. Leaders should not make themselves 

absolute beings. 

A bad citizen can rarely be a good leader. Abimelech demonstrated to be a bad citizen and 

consequently a bad leader. The lords of Shechem are portrayed as bad citizens. The only 

criterion on which they based their consideration of Abimelech to become king is on ground of 

kinship. It mattered not to them whether he was capable or not. People should choose their 

leaders based on qualification, merit and competence.  Jotham demonstrated to be not only a 
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good citizen but also a prophet by appealing to the conscience of the people. In his parable, the 

three trees, the olive, fig and vine can also be said to represent good citizens; those who 

acknowledge their positions in the society and work relentlessly to contribute their own quota to 

the betterment of the entire society. Their refusal to “wave over the trees” indicates that they are 

aware of the fact that they were not made for leadership. Be that as it may, they recognize their 

important positions. Everybody must not lead or rule at the same time. 
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Prayer for Good Governance: A Study of Psalm 72 in the Nigerian Context 

Mary Jerome Obiorah 

Introduction 

The few months prior to the gubernatorial election in Anambra State in February 2010 were 

chiefly marked by anxious desire of the people in this State for a stable, righteous and peaceful 

government in a State already noted for instability and the perilous canker of god-fatherism. 

Indeed, this situation was aggravated by the increasing number of those contesting for just the 

single post of governorship. The yearning for good governance was expressed by all residing or 

visiting any part of this predominantly Christian State of our nation. Such ardent desire initially 

nurtured by individuals quickly attained a common priority shared even by self-acclaimed 

political gangsters. In response to this yearning, a group of good-willed persons known as 

Anambra State Good Governance Forum (LAGGOF) requested the Catholic Prelates in the State 

to compose a prayer that all would adopt in preparation for the fast-approaching election. This 

prayer bears the seal of the Archbishop of Onitsha and the Metropolitan of Onitsha Ecclesiastical 

Province, the Most Rev. Valerian M. Okeke.  

A three paragraphed petition with a filial invocation to Mary, Queen of Nigeria is worth citing 

here in full for its contents have some striking resemblance to many such prayers in the Bible, 

particularly Ps 72 chosen for this paper. In point of fact, the prayer, which, besides its English 

version also has a translation in the common vernacular of Anambra State, is captioned, Prayer 

for Good Governance in Anambra State: 

God our Father, you created the world in goodness, and blessed humanity with 

many beautiful things. We thank you for the gift of our country Nigeria, and 

particularly of our state Anambra. You have richly endowed this state with 

extraordinary human and material resources, which, if well used, would 

adequately provide for the well-being of the people of the state and beyond. 

Unfortunately, dear Lord, due to egoistic political interests of some people, the 

populace of this blessed state are in anguish. Now, as we prepare for the 

forthcoming elections, we perceive the activities of political gangsters, aimed at 

destabilizing the electoral process. Crime wave is on the increase, bringing 

about a general feeling of insecurity. These generate a sense of hopelessness in 

the people. 

But you, O Lord, are our strength. If you do not guard the city, in vain do the 

guards keep watch. We pray that you send your unlimited love, strength and 

justice to save our state. Fight for us against the enemies of your people. 

Safeguard our electoral process, so that men of integrity may get into positions 

of leadership. Endow our leaders with the requisite wisdom to rule your people, 

guide and protect them while in office, and sustain them in good governance, so 

that they may lead your people to the “Promised Land”. We ask this through 

Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

Mary, Queen of all nations, intercede for us that the will of God be done in 

our state. 1   

                                                           
1 This prayer was made public on the solemnity of Assumption (August 15), 2009. 
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If one applies our common concept of prayer as petition to the above, only the last part of the 

third paragraph deserves this name. Thanksgiving to God for the multifaceted gift bestowed on 

our nation and on the State in particular swiftly turns into a communal lament for the 

misappropriation of these gratuitous gifts of the magnanimous God and Father. Before the 

ejaculation invoking the maternal care of Mary, Queen of our nation, the prayer focuses on its 

immediate and primary intention: “Safeguard our electoral process, so that men of integrity may 

get into positions of leadership”. Prayer for good governance of those that would be elected is 

articulated thus: “Endow our leaders with the requisite wisdom to rule your people, guide and 

protect them while in office, and sustain them in good governance. Furthermore, the obscure 

final clause, “so that they may lead your people to the ‘Promised Land’” is comprehensible only 

from the Biblical perspective, and perhaps, the Christian belief in life after. 

The author of Ps 72 expressed similar concern for the leaders of his time as he joined many other 

petitioners in interceding for the king. He must have been spurred on by the conviction that the 

welfare of the people depended on the political success of the king, who in the OT context was 

the viceroy of the national God. Just like the Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State, Ps 

72 begins with a universalistic divine name, Elohim. Both prayers address God who is the 

Creator of all and in whose sovereignty earthly leaders participate. The celebration of “Nigeria at 

fifty” should incite meaningful profound reflections on good citizenship and leadership. In a 

prayer for the king in Ps 72, which belongs to the literary genre of the Royal Psalm, one finds the 

characteristic features of a good leader wished and prayed for by a patriotic petitioner. A survey 

of these qualities and their implications for our nation set the tone for this paper.           

1. Praying for the King as the Primary Context of Psalm 72 

Psalm 72 belongs to a group of the OT texts (1 Sam 2:10, Pss 28:8; 61:6-7; 63:11 and 84:8-9) 

that contain some prayers for the king. One of its verses reads: “May prayer be made for him 

continually, and may blessings invoked for him all day long” (v.15b).  Similar desire is found in 

1 Tim 2:1-2: “First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and 

thanksgivings be made for everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may 

lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity”. Unlike Ps 72 that fully focuses on 

praying for the king, other OT prayers for the leaders are inserted in some general intercessions. 

In other words, the prayer for the king in these texts is one of the petitions found therein. These 

are, therefore, comparable to the General Intercessions or Prayer of the Faithful we have in our 

liturgy. For instance, at the conclusion of the Liturgy of the Word on Good Friday celebrations, 

the Church solemnly, in words and gestures, addresses ten different petitions to God. The ninth 

of these is for persons in public office: 

Let us pray for those who serve us in public office, so that all 

men may live in true peace and freedom: Almighty and eternal 

God, you know the longings of men’s hearts and you protect 

their rights. In your goodness watch over those in authority, so 

that people everywhere may enjoy religious freedom, security 

and peace.2     

It is instructive to learn that the Church calls these leaders “those who serve us”; hence praying 

for them is not just a duty we owe them but also for the good of all whom they serve. While 

                                                           
2 This is taken from the Good Friday Liturgy according to the Roman Rites. 
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praying for these “public servants” the prayer asks for religious freedom, security and peace 

which are the pressing needs of every society. The penultimate position of this prayer in the 

General Intercession is similar to what we have in many OT prayers for the king, especially in 

the Book of Psalms. 

In appreciation of the favour received from God, Hannah, the mother of Samuel, celebrates her 

joy with a Song which Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) replicates. The ten verses of Hannah’s 

Song of Praise (1 Sam 2:1-10) extol the good Lord who is the Voice of the voiceless and who 

brightens the face of the ill-fated. This exultation ends with a prayer, or rather a wish, expressed 

in these words: “The Lord will judge the ends of the earth; he will give strength to his king, and 

exalts the power of his anointed” (v.10). The synonymous parallelism in “his king” and “his 

anointed” conveys the relationship between God and the king.3 Israel’s monarchs were visible 

manifestations of God’s kingship. If one follows the chronological order of events in the OT 

narrations, the prayer for the king in Hannah’s Song could be categorized as anachronism, that is, 

something that is not in harmony with the time. The prayer preceded the practice of monarchy in 

Israel. This could explain the reason why this prayer is inserted at the end of an extended song of 

praise. It is explained as a late addition in the text,4 or that the entire text was composed and 

inserted in its canonical place. Verse 10, however, is not unconnected with the entire poem; it 

forms an inclusion with v.1, and it fits the theological point of the song. “As Yahweh blesses the 

anointed king, the poet will personally experience divine support”.5 This point is verifiable in 

other prayers for the king in the OT. 

The author of Ps 28, a prayer for help and thanksgiving for help received from God, remembers 

the king in his implicit prayer for the leader of his people: “The Lord is the strength of his 

people; he is the saving refuge of his anointed” (v.8). If the Lord saves the king, this lieutenant of 

God acts on his (God’s) behalf in being the strength of the people. As the poet of Ps 28 prays to 

God for his personal needs, he includes a protestation of faith in God who sustains his people 

through the king. 

Psalm 61 is a payer for God’s protection and the psalmist dedicates a significant part of his poem 

in praying for the welfare of his leader in these words: “prolong the life of the king; may his 

years endure to all generation! May he be enthroned forever before God; appoint steadfast love 

and faithfulness to watch over him!” (vv. 6-7) He prays for long life, steadfast love and 

faithfulness. These are God’s gifts to the king so that he will be able to do his work effectively 

for God and for the people, particularly for the petitioner who implores divine protection on 

himself. He obtains this through the good leadership of the king whom he believes that God will 

keep long in office. The background of this triple petition and of the concepts found in the Royal 

Psalms, which will be discussed below, is the promise of the perpetuity of the Davidic dynasty in 

2 Sam 7, particularly in vv.12-17. It was also customary in the Ancient Near East to pray for 

king’s long life. At the end of a prayer to Ishtar, the petitioner intercedes for the king, praying for 

his long life.6 Another Babylonian hymn to Nana also concludes with an intercession on behalf 

                                                           
3 Of the three groups of people anointed in the OT (king, prophet and priest), only the king bears the title “the 

anointed of the Lord”. 
4 H. Gunkel – J. Begrich, Introduction to Psalms: The Genres of the Religious Lyric of Israel (Macon, Georgia: 

Mercer University Press, 1998), 99. 
5 R.W. Klein, 1 Samuel (WBC 10; Waco, Texas: Word Books Publishers, 1983), 19. 
6 A. Falkenstein – W. von Soden, Sumerische und akkadische Hymnen und Gebete. Die Bibliothek der alten Welt 

(Zürich – Stuttgart: Artemis-Verlag, 1953) 237. 
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of the king, particularly for long life.7 In Psalm 72, the author prays twice for God to give the 

king long life (vv.5 and 15). The Prayer for Good governance in Anambra State asks that God 

may sustain the leaders in good governance. In other words, those who govern well may 

continue in doing well and their office be prolonged. 

In a Psalm of ardent longing for God in the temple, and of comfort and assurance in God’s 

presence, the poet of Psalm 63 prays for the king who supposedly has built the sacred precinct 

and maintains it: “But the king shall rejoice in God; all who swear by him shall exult” (vv.10-

11). In the world of the Bible, one of the duties of the king was to erect and support the temple of 

the national God. He also played some important role in the cultic celebrations. This is because, 

sanctified by his anointing and adopted by Yahweh, he was a sacred person and seemed thereby 

to be empowered to perform religious functions.8 With this in mind, one understands why the 

person who longs to be in God’s presence in the temple prays for the well-being of the king. The 

continuity of the king guarantees the continuity of the place of worship. 

Similar to Psalm 63 is the pilgrimage or Zion Song of Ps 84. The author prays: “Behold our 

Shield, O God; look on the face of your anointed” (v. 9). In this distich poem, the psalmist 

employs the metaphor of shield that is rarely predicated of the king.9 In fact, shield is a common 

metaphor for God’s protection in the OT (Gen 15:1; 2 Sam 22:31; Pss 3:3; 7:10; 18:2; 18:35; 

28:7; etc.). The characteristic features of a shield that God bears are realized in human history 

through the protection that the king gives to his people. Praying for the king becomes, therefore, 

an important civic duty.   

Psalm 72 is more elaborate in its prayer for the king than any of the texts discussed thus far. It is 

also special in the sense that the author, while praying for the king, delineates the qualities of 

good leadership which has its source only in God. Indeed, our Psalm begins by asking God to 

give the king that justice and righteousness that belong to God. These two are the key points of 

this long prayer, which relates to the readers what the contemporaries of the psalmist expected of 

their king. Justice and righteousness that a good leader exhibits are God’s gifts that should be 

asked of God for the rulers. When people pray for the king, they ask for these fundamental 

virtues. In the Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State, these basic features of a leader 

are called “requisite wisdom”, because they are indispensable in the life of every leader. The 

poet of Psalm 72 aptly develops in its very interrelated strophes and stanzas the “requisite 

wisdom” of a good leader. 

2. A Close Reading of Psalm 72 

2.1 Psalm 72 – A Royal Psalm 

A prayer for the king as we have in Psalm 72 would naturally belong to the genre of Royal 

Psalms. These are Psalms (2; 18; 20; 21; 45; 72; 89; 101; 110; 132; 141:1-11)10 that their internal 

unity deals with kings.11 “All they have in common is that they are concerned with the king”.12 

                                                           
7 Falkenstein – von Soden, Sumerische und akkadische Hymnen und Gebete, 239. 
8 R. De Vaux, Ancient Israel, its life and institutions (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1994) 113. 
9 For a detailed study of this see M.J. Obiorah, How lovely is your dwelling place: The desire for God’s house in 

Psalm 84. St. Ottilien, Germany: EOS Verlag, 2004. 
10 Psalm 89 is also considered a Royal Psalm because a greater part of it (vv. 47-52) deals with the king (cf. Gunkel 

– Begrich, Introduction to Psalms, 99).  
11 H.-J Kraus, Psalms 1-59: A Continental Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993) 56. 
12 C. Westermann, The Living Psalms (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1984), 56. 
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This is not farfetched in Psalm 72. Every part of its stichs, strophes, and stanzas is on its central 

theme, which is prayer for the king. Royal Psalms like Ps 72 bear a well spelt-out internal unity 

more than any other type of Psalms. 

When taken as a unit, Royal Psalms form a repertoire of all the designations or appellations 

referring to the king. In them Israel’s monarch is called “king” (Pss 20:10; 21:2.8; 45:2,6,12; 

72:1), “YHWH’s anointed” (18:51; 20:7; 89:52; 132:10), “YHWH’s servant” (89:51).  Psalm 72 

alone contains another title that is not found in other Royal Psalms. In its introductory verse, the 

monarch is called “a king’s son”. The sense of this appellation and its function in the entire 

Psalm will be duly explained below. 

Many would argue and persuasively as well that the king mentioned in the Royal Psalms was no 

other than Israelite kings. This is because in all these Psalms the national God that the kings 

represent is YHWH, and their people are YHWH’s people. Furthermore, the king mentioned in 

the Royal Psalms resides in Zion (Ps 2:6; 20:3; 110:2; 132:13), the city of YHWH ((Ps 101:8). 

Psalm 89:51 specifies that the ancestor of these king is David. With this in mind, arguments on 

foreign rulers in the Royal Psalms appear relatively unconvincing.  

Related to this is the issue of the date of the Royal Psalms. Vivid presentations of events in the 

life of Israelite kings may not be outside the monarchic era; that is, pre-exilic period in the 

history of ancient Israel.13 “All Royal Psalms have reference to the time in which the monarchy 

existed in Israel; they are in origin pre-exilic – even though we cannot rule out later shaping”.14  

Royal Psalms, therefore, have their life setting in lived events of Israel’s kings. Possible events 

are the enthronement of new ruler (Pss 2; 72; 101), special festivals like the one to which Hosea 

7,5 alludes, dedication of the temple, victory in war (Pss 20; 18; 144:1-11), thanksgiving 

celebrations,  solemn procession with the ark (Ps 132), declaration of loyalty and taking a vow 

(Ps 101), a royal wedding (Ps 45). The special prayer for the king in Psalm 72 could be an item 

in the agenda of a solemn enthronement of a new king. While praying for him, the people 

articulate their expectations. If the Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State is well 

preserved, many future generations could deduce from its content the life situation that 

engendered such prayer. They would know that there was a time when political turmoil that 

nearly destabilized this part of our nation was arrested by heartfelt recourse to the power of 

prayer. The generations to come would read from the text the fear that gripped all because of the 

uncertainty of the awaited electoral process. 

2.2 Structure of Psalm 72  

There is often so much to elicit from correct analysis of the structure of a text, especially the OT 

poems like the Psalms. The meanings of these poems are embedded in their structure. When a 

text still retains its original form, unaltered by redactors or editors in the course of its 

transmission, its structure portrays the artistry of its composer. Many affirm that the text of 

Psalm 72 did not suffer so much from editorial conjectures. This means that the Hebrew version 

of this Psalm resembles the original text.  

Psalm 72 is the last Psalm of Book II in the Psalter. Like every other Psalm that ends each of the 

five books of the Psalter (Pss 1-41; 42-72; 73-89; 90-106; 107-150), there is also a doxology at 

                                                           
13 E.S. Gerstenberger, Psalms Part 2 and Lamentations (The Forms of the Old Testament Literature XV; Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2001) 67-68, argues for a post-exilic date of Ps 72. 
14 Kraus, Psalms 1-59, 57. 



 6 

the end of our Psalm (vv. 18-19),15 and a postscript in the final verse: “The prayers of David son 

of Jesse are ended” (v.20). Apart from these two verses, which most probably are not part of the 

original text, but editorial glosses appended at some stages in the redaction of the Psalter, Psalm 

72 has five stanzas with clear stanza markers. These stanzas are vv. 1-4; 5-7; 8-11; 12-14; 15-

17.16 The view that v.1 should be a mono-strophe stanza because it is the only verse that has 

imperative and that it encapsulates the message of the Psalm17 should not be discarded. However, 

no one doubts this observation because every Psalm has a well-calculated introduction, usually 

the first sentence in the poem. Psalm 72 is not an exception. In fact, early Christian interpretation 

of the Psalms names each text according to its key text, which is often from the first line of the 

Psalm. A very good example is the name of Psalm 51, Miserere. 

In Psalm 72, v.1 introduces the entire text but in a particular manner it forms an integral part of 

the first stanza. The psalmist asks for divine justice and righteousness for the king. With these 

two the king will judge the people, and his righteous judgment will have some cosmic effect 

(v.2). His “requisite wisdom”, according to Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State, 

extends to those who are in dire need of it (v.4). 

In vv.5-7 the petitioner prays for long life for the king and specifies that it is not quantity but 

quality that is required. The long life asked should not be empty oppressive reign but should be 

filled with concrete good works. In point of fact, fruitful long life is the prayer intention in this 

second stanza.18           

The third major division, vv. 8-11, concentrates on the international fame of the king. If he does 

well internally, the whole world would not fail to recognize him. In other words, his fame will 

reach the four corners of the earth because of how he organizes his internal affairs. 

The poet returns to the initial prayer point of vv.1-4 in the fourth stanza (vv. 12-14), but from a 

new perspective and context. Actually, vv.12-14 have strong affinity with the preceding vv. 8-11. 

The whole world would recognize the leader and pay him homage (vv.8-11) because he exhibits 

marks of good leadership in his realm (vv.12-14). 

The final stanza (vv.15-17) begins with a prayer for long life as in the second stanza. This fifth 

stanza, however, is more concrete and does not use metaphors as in vv.5-7. The king lives to 

fulfil the expectations of his people and of God in whose sovereignty he participates. These 

expectations should be the positive impacts of good leadership. The king remains in office for 

this purpose. 

Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State is organized in three stanzas with a final Marian 

invocation characteristic of Catholic prayer. This intercession, like Psalm 72 has its internally 

unified structure. The first stanza prepares for the second and the second for the petition in the 

third stanza. In the first paragraph of this prayer that is addressed to God the Father, we 

                                                           
15 S. Terrien, The Psalms: Strophic structure and theological commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan, 2003), 521, 

separates v.18 from this doxology and joins it to the fifth stanza. Whatever may be his reason for this, other similar 

doxologies at the end of each book of the Psalter remains plausible evidence for making the poem proper of Ps 72 

end in v.17. 
16 Similarly in M. Girard, Les Psaumes redécouverts: de la structure au sens 51-100 (Québec: Bellarmin, 1994), 268-

280. 
17 G. H. Wilson, Psalms Volume I (The NIV Application Commentary; Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2002), 

985.  
18 It appears strange that some like G. RAVASI, Il Libro dei Salmi II (Bologna: Edizioni Dehoniane, 1996), 470, 

extends this stanza to v.8 which clearly introduces another point in the poem. 
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acknowledge the manifold gifts of our nation and in particular of this part of our country. The 

prayer subtly echoes the words of Ps 65,9: “you visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich 

it”. A prolepsis at the end of this stanza anticipates the content of the second paragraph which is 

on misappropriation of God’s gifts by those in power. Their action impoverishes those whom 

God has generously enriched. The content of the third paragraph is necessary because of the 

general feeling of hopelessness engendered by perverse leadership.  In similar manner, the author 

of Psalm 72 prays and wishes that his people may not be victims of vicious leadership.         

2.3 The Message of Psalm 72 

A very short superscription attributes Psalm 72 to Solomon. The only other Psalm with this name 

is Psalm 127. Perhaps, the traditional connection of Ps 72 with Solomon could be derived from 

the phase “a king’s son” in v.1 and Solomon’s prayer for wisdom and righteous rule (1 Kgs 3:6-

15).19 We bear in mind always that superscriptions on the Psalms are traditional interpretations 

and applications of these texts and might have nothing to do with authorship.  

Besides the superscription, Ps 72 being the last Psalm of the Book II of the Psalter contains an 

elaborate doxology (vv.18-19) and a post-script (v.20) which is found only here in the Book of 

Psalms. The doxology here and at the end of the other books of the Psalter might have inspired 

the use of doxology in Christian prayers beginning from the Early Church, particularly as 

observed in The Didache 9:1-10,6.20  Each of the five stanzas of Ps 72 contains a specific 

message of the text, which we attempt in the following paragraph to elucidate. 

2.3.1 Just and righteous leadership (vv.1-4) 

The king in Ps 72 is first called “king” and then “son of a king”. Though the phrase “son of a 

king” could be an allusion to Solomon and a basis for the attribution in the superscription, this 

title at the beginning of a Royal Psalm, particularly in a prayer for good leadership is significant. 

It is not only an appropriate title, but also the only fitting one for the ideal king portrayed in this 

text. It points at the legitimacy of the king. He did not come to the throne through fraudulency or 

usurpation, or in our parlance, through rigging the election. According to the poet, he is the 

successor of his father, who was also a king. The importance of this title lies in the fact that we 

have here the foundation of every good leadership. In the Prayer for Good Governance in 

Anambra State, this was the preoccupation of the citizenry when February 2010 was approaching 

and the echo of the words, “safeguard our electoral process, so that men of integrity may get into 

position of leadership”, resounded in all homes and parishes.  

Men and women of integrity could obtain their “requisite wisdom” if they recognize that their 

position of leadership has its origin in God. He gives wisdom to rule. “Justice” and 

“righteousness” which the psalmist asks of God for the king in v.1 are the foundation on which 

good governance is built. The Hebrew version of this verse presents “justice” mišpāt in the plural 

form mišpātîm.21 This plural form appears strange in the text; but a close reading reveals the 

intention of the composer. It refers to the various aspects of this fundamental virtue of justice. In 

fact, it is vital that it occurs in this plural form at the beginning of a poem that focuses so much 

on the different manifestations of justice. Good governance is founded on administration of 

                                                           
19 Wilson, Psalms Volume I, 983. 
20 Cf. Huub van de Sandt – David Flusser, The Didache: Its Jewish sources and its place in Early Judaism and 

Christianity (Compendia Rerum Iudaicarum ad Novum Testamentum; Assen: Royal Van Corcum, 2002), 13-14. 
21 The Septuagint and the Peshitta translate this with a singular noun. 



 8 

justice.22 It is a constant teaching of the OT Wisdom Literature, especially the Book of Proverbs 

(cf. 8:15, 16; 16:12; 20:26; 20:28; 25:5; 29:14). 

The first stanza presents these different ways by which justice could be exercised. Triple act of 

good leadership in v.4 include first, “to defend the cause of the poor of the people”; second, “to 

give deliverance to the needy”; finally, “to crush the oppressor”. Where these are practiced, there 

is equity among people (2 Sam 8:15; Pss 101; 122:5). In the words of the author of Ps 72:3, 

when justice and righteousness exist, there is natural equilibrium; mountains yield prosperity for 

the people. “Abundance of natural crops, especially on the mountains and hills, also belongs to 

the royal ideology”.23 Where there are justice and righteousness, crime wave would not be on the 

increase; and a general feeling of insecurity will be held at bay. People plant their crops and 

joyfully reap the fruit of their labour. Material resources would adequately be provided for the 

well-being of the people. “The possibility of ordering, protecting, and supporting a social unit 

depended on the use of power for the corporate group”.24 The psalmist reflects on the fact that 

“protection of the poor and universal peace are traditionally the benevolent capacities of 

monarchs”.25 Hence, there is need to pray for the king, especially for fruitful long life. 

2.3.2 Fruitful long life (vv.5-7) 

To pray for long life of the king presupposes that the king is already on the right track, exercising 

justice and righteousness, which are manifestations of his “requisite wisdom”. Otherwise, it 

would be unnecessary praying that he remains in office. In the second stanza of our Psalm, the 

petitioner prays for fruitful long leadership of a just and righteous king. Just like the perennial 

sun and moon, which never fail in their divinely assigned functions, the king lives to do his work 

of protecting God’s people. It is, indeed, hyperbole to liken the long duration of the king’s reign 

to sun and moon.26 Similar use of this particular figure of speech in Ps 89:37, however, shows 

that Ps 72 would not have sounded strange to its audience. 

Two similes in v.6 underscore this desire for fruitful long reign of the king. First, good 

governance is like rain that falls on the mown grass. Second, it is like showers that water the 

earth. Only a person that has experienced aridity in the land of the Bible will appreciate the 

image which the psalmist is evoking by using these similes. Both refer to fertility and prosperity 

brought by refreshing rain. There is leap of great joy among the people when their dry patched 

land is blessed with early precipitation that gives hope for abundant harvest. Good governance is 

compared to this. This symbol is recurrent in the OT, particularly in the prophets (Isa 45:8; 52:7; 

55:12; 61:11; Ezek 36:8; Micah 6:1-2; Joel 2:23-24; Ps 85:12). In Ps 72, “they pray for the life of 

the king in order that the king may give them life which enables them, in turn, to pray”.27 

Similarly, in the Prayer for Good for Good Governance in Anambra State the people pray that 

God may sustain the leaders in good governance, so that they may lead them to the “Promised 

Land”. If the term “Promised Land” is metaphorical here, as one would expect, it could be 

interpreted as a symbol of that peaceful and prosperous life for which the people constantly and 

ardently yearn.  

                                                           
22 L. Alonso Schökel – C. Carniti, I Salmi I (Roma: Borla, 1992), 1054. 
23 Terrien, The Psalms, 519. 
24 J. L. Mays, Psalms (Interpretation; Louisville: John Knox Press, 1994), 236. 
25 Terrien, The Psalms, 519.  
26 Alonso Schökel – Carniti, I Salmi I, 1057. 
27 M. E. Tate, Psalms 51-100 (WBC 20; Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1990), 226.  
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2.3.3 Universal reign of the king (vv.8-11) 

The map showing the boundaries of the king’s kingdom is presented in this stanza as “from sea 

to sea, from the River to the ends of the earth”. Other occurrences  (Ps 80:2; Gen 15:18; Exod 

23:31; Deut 1:7; 11:24; 1 Kgs 5:1,4-5; 1 Chr 9:26) of similar description of the world show that 

this map is an ideal borders of the kingdom of David and Solomon.28  “Psalm 72 gives the most 

precise definition of the realm in which the anointed one is responsible”.29  

According to some interpretations, “from sea to sea” indicates from the Red Sea in the south to 

the Mediterranean in the north; or from the Dead Sea in the east to the Mediterranean in the west; 

from Euphrates in the east to the ends of the land in the west.30 This description, however, 

depends on where the writer was at the time when he composed his poem. In addition, one 

perceives in the text an allusion to God’s promise to Abram: “I will make of you a great nation 

and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing” (Gen 12:2). This 

blessing is realized or reached its apex in the time of the United Kingdom of Israel. 

In v.10 specific important places in this vast kingdom are mention. First is Tarshish which 

represents the part of the world on the west of Palestine (Ps 48:8; Isa 23:1; 60:9; 66:19; Jonah 

1:3; 4:2). Tarshish was one of the four sons of Javan, the son of Japheth who was a great-

grandson of Noah (Gen 10:4). His descendants are associated with maritime countries in the 

Mediterranean and Aegean.31 Another place mentioned in the text is Sheba. At the time of 

Solomon it was the Queen of Sheba that came to Jerusalem with camels loaded with spices, gold 

and precious stones (1 Kgs 10:2a; 2 Chr 9:1). In Ps 72, kings of Sheba will bring gifts to 

YHWH’s anointed. Sheba is said to be in the southwest corner of the Arabian Peninsula.32 Seba 

that is also mentioned is located in the southern part of Arabia. Isles in the text indicates all the 

Islands in the Mediterranean coast (Ps 97:1; Isa 11:11; 24:15; 40:15; 41:1-5; 42:4.6). This covers 

all the places on the western part of Palestine. According to the author of Ps 72, all the kings 

from these places and beyond will be subject to the king, and the king, in turn, will be able to 

extend his protection to all of them. The wish expressed here for the extension of the power of 

the king’s dominion should not be interpreted as a mere political megalomania.33  He will be able 

to do this because of his charism of justice and righteousness that have their origin in God.      

2.3.4 Marks of good leadership (vv.12-14) 

In a three poetic lines of synonymous distich in each of them, the poet articulates in his ardent 

desire for good governance what can be recognized as marks of good leadership. The 

synonymous parallelisms in each of the distich strengthen the message contained therein. Good 

leadership, according to the poet, makes the defense of the less privileged of the society a top 

priority. In this stanza (vv.12-14) of our poem, the psalmist presents the various groups of those 

who should need the attention of the king more than others. Each group is matched with a 

corresponding and appropriate action of the king. 

In v. 12 the first action of the king is expressed in the root nl of the hiphil pattern with the 

meaning “to pull out”, “extricate”, “rescue”. The recipients of this action in the words of the 

                                                           
28 Ravasi, Il Libro dei Salmi II, 480. 
29 K. Seybold, Introducing the Psalms (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990), 181. 
30 Ravasi, Il Libro dei Salmi II, 480. 
31 D. W. Baker, “Tarshish”, ABD VI (London: Doubleday, 1992), 331-333. 
32 S. D. Ricks, “Queen of Sheba”, ABD V (London: Doubleday, 1992), 1170-1171. 
33 A. Weiser, The Psalms: A Commentary (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1962), 503-504.  
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psalmist are those he depicts as ’ebyôn, that is, the needy, poor, oppressed, those in want and 

abused. In adding a piel participle of the root šw (“to cry for help”), the poet further vivifies the 

situation of this social class. In the next stich the action of a good leader expressed by the root nṣl 

extends to another group of the needy called ānî, that is, a person overwhelmed by want, poor, 

wretched, unfortunate. The third phrase ēn ozēn lô “one without helper” describes the third 

group. The syntagma with ēn followed by a singular noun as we have here has been explained as 

categorical negation.34 Perhaps, the position of this phrase at the end of the stich is to give a 

fitting portrait of the preceding ’ebyôn and ānî; these groups of downtrodden are persons without 

helper. The role of the king is to extricate them from their deplorable situation.  

In v.13 the psalmist adds to his repertoire of Hebrew terms for the less privileged the adjectival 

noun dal “helpless”, “powerless”, “insignificant”, “poor”, “dejected”, as he repeats the term he 

has already used, ’ebyôn, first as a singular noun, and then in a plural form ’ebyônîm. These two 

in the text are accompanied by two verbs of actions of a good king. The first verb is from the 

root ḥws which in the Hebrew Bible is employed only in the qal pattern and bears the meaning 

“to look compassionately at”. Compassionate feeling should culminate in palpable action; hence 

the poet adds another and frequent verb of deliverance yš used in the hiphil here with the 

meaning “to save”, “rescue”. It is impressive to note that the direct object of this second verb is 

nepeš (here in plural napšôt) of the ’ebyônîm.  It indicates the life, with all the connotations of 

this term, of the person involved. The two verbs and their corresponding direct objects are 

chiastically arranged in order to highlight the message of the poetic line and the stanza in 

general. An outstanding mark of a good leader is to save and preserve life, especially the life of 

persons who because of their social status are unable to help or defend themselves.   

In v.14 constructive emphasis on the situation of all the groups of the exploited mentioned in the 

two preceding verses might have engendered the emphatic position of the two terms, tok 

“oppression” and āmās “violence”, at the beginning of this line. From both possible fates of the 

less privileged a good leader should redeem (gl) their life. He does this because their blood is 

precious in his sight. In other words, preservation of human life takes precedence over any other 

royal act. In summarizing the contents of this stanza, v.14 concludes the psalmist’s concept of 

marks of good leadership.  Life is precious and should be protected and cared for at all just costs. 

The king participates in the divine attributes as preserver of human life.  

The mark of good leadership for which the petitioner in Ps 72 fervently desires is concretized in 

an ancient hymn that describes the reign of Ramses IV: 

Those who have fled return to their towns, 

 Those who have hidden showed themselves again; 

Those who had been hungry were fed, 

 Those who had thirsty were given drink; 

Those who had been naked were clad, 

 Those who had been ragged were clothed in fine garments; 

Those who were in prison were set free, 

 Those who were in bond were filled with joy.35 

                                                           
34 Paul Joüon – T. Muraoka, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew (Subsidia Biblica 27; Roma: Editrice Pontificio 

Biblico, 2006), no. 160oa. 

 35 De Vaux, Ancient Israel, its life and institutions, 110. 
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 It is the desire of every nation to be blessed with good leaders.  Prayer for Good Governance in 

Anambra State asks God for the same when the people pray for “requisite wisdom” for their 

leaders. It is wisdom to know what to do and to have the will to do it. The first manifestation of 

this wisdom in leadership is to care for all under one’s authority, especially for those who are in 

most need of help. 

 

2.3.5 Renewed prayer for fruitful long life (vv.15-17) 

This last part of the prayer for good governance in Ps 72 takes the form of wishful desires for the 

ideal king presented in the text. It is all in the jussive beginning with the exclamation, “Long 

may he live!” (v.15) The petitioner prays for long life, prosperity (v.15b), that all may 

continually intercede for the king (v.15c), for the well-being of his entire kingdom, abundance of 

all under his jurisdiction who are most in need of (v.16), and for enduring reign of this just and 

righteous king (v.17).  

The unity of these three verses is essentially marked by an envelope figure, an inclusion, 

deducible from verses 15a and 17. The exclamation, “Long may he live”, of v.15a corresponds   

with the prayer that the king’s name, that is, his reputation, may endure forever. Still in the same 

two verses, the gold of Sheba of v.15b parallels other nations that will recognize the fame of the 

king and pronounce him blessed (v.17). There is here without a doubt an allusion to the reign of 

Solomon; this could explain the attribution of this Psalm to Solomon as one can read in its 

superscription. 

One of the points raised in this stanza is the necessity of praying for leaders always: “May prayer 

be made for him continually and blessings invoked for him all day long” (v.15). We have already 

seen above the many OT texts, especially in the Psalter, where petitioners include short prayers 

for the king in their individual and communal prayers. They believe that the interests of the king 

are theirs too. It is indeed an act of faith to pray for the king, because such prayers come from the 

conviction that kings are God’s representatives. They execute the will of God for the people. 

Being God’s anointed, they bear marks of God whom they represent on earth. God’s attributes, 

particularly those derived from divine acts of protection and care for his people are manifested in 

every God-fearing king.  

This explains why in vv.15-17, particularly in vv.15-16 prayer for the wellbeing of the king is 

immediately followed by a prayer for the land and for the people that live therein (v.16). This 

second part of the prayer could be the ultimate aim of every prayer for good governance. In fact, 

the people pray for their leaders so that they may exercise their duties conscientiously. Impact of 

this is the wellbeing of the subjects. The blessings that should be invoked for the king 

continually, according to v.15c, is explained in v. 16. These blessings include abundance of grain 

in the land. In other words, in good governance this basic human need is diligently provided. The 

author of Psalm 72 underscores this when he further describes “abundance of grain” with another 

desire: “may it have on the tops of the mountains”. The well-watered and fertile Lebanon 

becomes almost proverbial in the text. Abundance of grain in the land is comparable to “fruit of 

Lebanon”. A land with such abundance will certainly have people that blossom like grass of the 

field (v.16).     

The first and second paragraphs of Prayer for good Governance in Anambra State are almost a 

lament because there is abundance of everything in the state, but “the populace of this blessed 
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state are in anguish”. They are in anguish because the extraordinary human and material 

resources are not well used, and the leaders do not provide for the wellbeing of the people. There 

is, therefore, urgent need for God’s intervention in the life of the citizens. 

“Long may he live” that the psalmist earnestly desires for the king, according to v.15, is 

for fruitful reign of a good king who holds his people in his hearts, and provides for them. His 

blessings will be manifested in his people. In this way his fame will continue as long as the sun 

endures (v.17), that is, forever; a hyperbole that profoundly reveals the deepest yearning of the 

petitioner for good leadership.  

 

3. So much in good governance 

In a prayer of petition, it is easy to perceive the deepest aspirations of the petitioner. These 

desires are often articulated in various ways. Some can take the form of entreaty directed to God, 

imploring him for specific needs in specific life situations of the supplicant. This is supplication 

that contains the intention of the prayer. The author of Ps 72 does this in the introductory verse 

of his poem which contains the only imperative verb, tēn from the root ntn, in the text. In Prayer 

for Good Governance in Anambra State, such direct petitions are presented in the third 

paragraph of the text and with verbs in the imperative mood: “fight for us …”, “safeguard our 

electoral process …”, “endow our leaders …”, “guide and protect them …”, “sustain them …”.  

All these reflect the desperate need of the people in their life situation. Apart from direct address 

to God, petition in prayer can also be expressed as desires with verbs in jussive. Many of the 

verses of Ps 72 are in this category. The psalmist makes his wishes part of his petition. 

 Another form of petition seen in the Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State is 

description of some life situation of the petitioners. The aim of such detailed description is to 

implore God who sees all and can ameliorate such situations. This is the focus of the second 

paragraph of this prayer: instability in the state has been generated by political gangsters. In Ps 

72 this is presented positively in vv. 12-14 which is on marks of good governance, and extols the 

king. The psalmist portrays the expected qualities of the ideal king in his poem.            

 From Ps 72 and what one can deduce from Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra 

State, the first mark of good governance is authenticity of persons who occupy this post of 

service. The author of Ps 72 prays for “a king’s son” (v.1). In other words, he prays for one who 

ascends the throne lawfully. Similarly in Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State, the 

people express their desire for successful electoral process, knowing that this is the foundation of 

good governance. Leaders should be those elected by the people and not those who forced their 

way to this post. Unfortunately, this has been the case in many sectors of government in our 

nation. Political instability, which we have experienced all these years in our nation, can be 

attributed to undue craving for power by persons who selfishly desire and assume posts of which 

in normal course of events they should not be given. Their ulterior motives are manifested in 

their egoistic attitude. This explains the many instances of fraudulent actions by people in 

authority, elimination of real or imagined rivals, and negligence of duty especially towards those 

they should care for and protect. 

 Justice and righteousness for which the author of Ps 72 prays on behalf of the king have 

been explained above as divine attributes. Leaders share in these attributes in virtue of their 

office as God’s representatives on earth. A good leader sees his office as participation in God’s 
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leadership. Every authority comes from him. In a crucial moment in the life of Jesus, when Pilate 

sees only the human aspect of the Roman authority he bears and claims in these words: “Do you 

not know that I have power to release you and power to crucify you” (John 19,10), Jesus 

instructs him on the divine origin of every earthly leadership: “You would have no power over 

me unless it had been given you from above” (John 19,11). Corruption and corrupt use of power 

would very much abate if those in authority become aware of the divine origin and gift of the 

service they should render to others. Both leaders and “the led” suffer undeservedly where God 

is relegated to the outskirt of the society. Leaders suffer the pain of claiming what does not 

belong to them. The subjects, “the led”, suffer because of the actions of their leaders. 

 Where the divine origin of human authority is recognized, leaders exhibit the expected 

divine qualities in their actions. Marks of good leadership stated in Ps 72:12-14 are copiously 

attributed to God in both the OT and the NT. He is the God of the voiceless. He continues this 

fatherly care through good leaders who acknowledge the divine origin of their authority. The 

grace and the strength to be the voice of the less-privileged come solely from God. 

Consequently, the primary task of every leader is to give life to those under him; this life knows 

no exemption for it embraces all under his realm of office.           

 

Conclusion 

When the purpose of existence of anyone or thing is achieved, or there is an effort to accomplish 

such purpose, peace, the Biblical concept of shalom, is felt by all. It is, indeed, one of the ardent 

desires of human beings that all creatures fulfill that purpose for which they have been created. 

In particular, everyone longs for the experience of good leadership, which is a great source of 

human happiness, both personal and communal. The expectations of good governance are well 

known to all with the effect that these can easily be transformed into earnest petitions, especially 

when they are not forthcoming, or when a new leader is about to assume the office. 

 Psalm 72 studied in this paper in the context of similar petition in our contemporary 

society, Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State, is an example of human yearning for 

coherence in life. Leadership is for a purpose; it is meant for the wellbeing of all, both leaders 

and those they lead. In the world of the author of Psalm 72, there was a strong belief that 

authority was of divine origin. In fact, theocracy persisted even when human beings were 

leaders. These human rulers were perceived as representatives of God. Prayers were offered on 

their behalf so that they might effectively carry out their responsibility. These petitions were also 

in a way for all because of the conviction that the welfare of the monarch was also that of the 

people. In these prayers, especially those in Psalm 72, the deep aspirations of the petitioners are 

articulated. 

 Similarly, in Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State, the citizens knew what they 

wanted and addressed their petitioner to God from whom every authority comes. They directed 

their entreaty according to the precarious situation in which they found themselves. In Psalm 72 

and Prayer for Good Governance in Anambra State the petitioners delineated features of good 

governance expected of every leader. These qualities concentrate on protection of human life, 

which should indeed be the aim of every leadership and evidence of the fulfillment of its divinely 

ordained purpose. 
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Freedom and Righteousness as Conditions for Good Citizenship: 

The Perspective of the Sabbath Regulation in the Old Testament 

Luke Emehiele Ijezie 

1. Introduction 

There is hardly any direct treatment of freedom as a separate theme in the Old Testament, but the 

two themes of liberation and freedom are at the background of many texts. The whole account of 

the exodus event is based on freedom. More importantly and, even, surprisingly, the Ten 

Commandments (the Decalogue) are based on freedom. These Commandments enunciate the 

conditions for living as free citizens in a new land. Within these commandments, one encounters 

the Sabbath law which is anchored more than every other commandment on the theme of 

freedom for the individual member of the community as it provides for rest and freedom. This 

write-up considers freedom and righteousness as basic conditions for good citizenship. Whoever 

does not have these values or whose status in life is in contradiction to these values can hardly be 

considered a good member of any community or society. This is actually the basic orientation of 

the Sabbath law in its various formulations in the texts of the Old Testament. 

Freedom is a very topical issue in the contemporary world. The very concept of citizenship is 

based on freedom. Without freedom, individuals within the society qualify only as slaves. 

Freedom can exist on the community or individual level. On whichever level, the Bible sees 

righteous relationships as the very phenomenon that enhances freedom. Without righteous 

relationships, everyone tries to dominate everyone or take advantage of everyone. The Sabbath 

law takes a position against this attitude of domination and selfishness by declaring freedom and 

rest to all. 

2. Origin of the Sabbath  

There are many scholarly opinions on the origin of the Sabbath given the fact that many 

treatments of the Sabbath in the biblical text are not very clear on its origin, as they often take it 

for granted.  The myth of the origin of the Sabbath is first narrated in Gen 2:2-3 where it is 

linked to the event of creation as YHWH rested (šbt) on the seventh-day after the work of 

creation in six days. The Hebrew word used in this Genesis text is shabat meaning “to cease, 

stop”, but the use of the verb is not necessarily linked to the meaning and origin of the Sabbath.1  

The Hebrew noun “Sabbath” is not used here. What is used is the seventh-day rest which is 

presented as a law binding on all creation. But it is probable the story is placed here to function 

as the background to the Sabbath law. The textual argument would be that Sabbath is for all 

creation because the day was sanctified at creation by the Creator himself. The Sabbath 

observance (Exod 20:8-11) is anchored on the principle of doing exactly as God did (imitatio 

Dei). As G. F. Hasel says, the human being (Adam), made in the imago Dei (Gen 1:26-28), is 

invited to express his likeness to God through imitatio Dei by the seventh-day rest, thereby 

acknowledging God as his creator.2 It has been identified that the following two organizing 

principles characterize the Priestly traditions of the Pentateuch: the imitation of God (imitatio 

Dei) and the maintenance of the divine presence in the community.3 This feature of imitatio Dei 

                                                           
1 See Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel. Its Life and Institutions (New York, 1961), 475-476. 
2  G. F. Hasel, "Sabbath", ABD 5, 851. 
3 J. Klawans, "Pure Violence: Sacrifice and Defilement in Ancient Israel", HTR 94 (2001) 133-155. 
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in the Priestly theology is exemplified in the divine injunction: “Be you holy since I YHWH your 

God am holy” (Lev 11:44-45; 19:2; 20:7,26).  

On the historical-critical level, many scholars see the Sabbath as originally a taboo-day which 

portends danger, and so isolated as an untouchable phenomenon. According to A. H. J. 

Gunneweg, it is because of the ominous character of this day that it is observed as a day of rest, 

but later it comes to be positively evaluated as a day blessed by YHWH.4 This idea of a taboo 

day can be likened to the traditional sacred days in many traditional societies of the world, 

including Africa. Such days and the nature of their prohibitions vary from culture to culture.5 It is 

most likely the Sabbath had its origin as a sacred day within the ancient oriental culture before it 

was theologized by the writers of the biblical texts.       

The Sabbath law is expressed with different accents in the Pentateuch (Gen 2:2-3;  Exod 16:23-

27;  20:8-11;  23:10-12;  31:12-17;  34:21;  35:2;  Lev 23:3;  24:8;  25:1-7;  Deut 5:13-15), but 

the common feature in all the versions is that it is considered as a work-free day. In Exod 35:2 it 

is called a qodesh, a sacred entity, that is, an entity set apart for divine use, and in Lev 23:3 it is 

one of the prescribed days for the sacred assembly, while in Exod 31:16 and Lev 24:8 it is called 

a berit olam (“everlasting covenant”). 

With regard to the date of the Sabbath law, one may hardly be certain of any date, but textual 

indices point to the fact that the final formulation of the Sabbath regulation in the texts range 

from the exilic to the post-exilic periods. 

3. Significance of the Sabbath 

3.1 Sabbath as a Symbol of Freedom  

In Deut 5:13-15, the Sabbath is given as a day of freedom from work based on the liberation 

from slavery in Egypt. Israel’s liberation from slavery was liberation from forced labour.  The 

Sabbath functions as a symbol of this freedom. 

 

Exod 20:8-11  Deut 5:13-15 

 "Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

Six days you shall labor, and do all your 

work;  but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the 

LORD your God; in it you shall not do any 

work, you, or your son, or your daughter, 

your manservant, or your maidservant, or 

your cattle, or the sojourner who is within 

your gates; for in six days the LORD made 

heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in 

them, and rested the seventh day; therefore 

the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and 

hallowed it. 

Six days you shall labor, and do all your work;  

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the YHWH 

your God; in it you shall not do any work, you, 

or your son, or your daughter, or your 

manservant, or your maidservant, or your ox, or 

your ass, or any of your cattle, or the sojourner 

who is within your gates, that your manservant 

and your maidservant may rest as well as you. 

You shall remember that you were a servant in 

the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God 

brought you out thence with a mighty hand and 

an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your 

God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day. 

                                                           
4 A. H. J. Gunneweg, Biblische Theologie des Alten Testaments. Eine Religionsgeschichte Israels in biblisch-

theologischer Sicht (Stuttgart, 1993), 131-132. 
5 See de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 476-479. 
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The Sabbath symbolizes this liberation and also creates the opportunity for all categories of 

workers to enjoy a day free from labour, the logic being that labour without rest is another form 

of slavery. This differs from the reason given for its origin in the Genesis and Exodus versions. 

The Deuteronomic version does not show any sign of the creation theology, an indication that it 

is not dependent on the Exodus version. Many exegetes identify the Deuteronomic version of the 

Decalogue as the oldest version.6 It is also possible that both are based on a common original, 

but one should avoid trying to harmonize the two. In Exodus the commandments are 

distinguished one from the other, while the law of the Sabbath is based on creation and not on 

the exodus experience as in Deuteronomy.  In Deuteronomy the law of the Sabbath is at the 

centre of the other commandments, and serves as the symbol of one’s obligation towards God 

and the obligations towards fellow human beings. Apart from other minor differences, the 

modification of the Sabbath law constitutes the only major point of difference between the 

Deuteronomic Decalogue and the Decalogue of Exod 20:1-17. This implies that for the author or 

redactor of the Deuteronomy version, the theme freedom in the Sabbath law is theologically very 

significant.  

The Sabbath is not merely a day of freedom and rest; it is celebrated as a symbol of freedom. It 

expresses the freedom of the every Israelite as a person liberated from bondage. It is a 

celebration that reminds all that freedom is the basis for authentic existence in the society. 

3.2.  Sabbath as Communion with God and Mark of Identity in the Community  

In Exod 31:12-17, the Sabbath is posited as an everlasting covenant (berit olam) and it is 

presented as a sign (ôt) with double significance (31:13.17). First, it is a sign calling to memory 

the fact that it is YHWH who sanctifies Israel (Exod 31:13; see also Ezek 20:12). Second, the 

Sabbath is an everlasting sign that YHWH did the work of creation in six days and rested on the 

seventh day (31:17).  If both ideas are read together, the message is that YHWH's rest on the 

Sabbath signifies the sanctification of creation, and communion with YHWH is established by 

entering into this Sabbath rest.   

Sabbath as Identity Marker: The point of Exod 31:12-17 is that the Sabbath is an identity 

marker.  First, by observing it as a day of rest, the numinous identity of this day is expressed.  

Second, by respecting the sanctity of this day, Israel expresses YHWH's identity as the creator, 

and by resting as YHWH did, the community participation in the divine holiness comes to 

expression. Thus the day, the land, the people and YHWH himself all get unified in a 

communion of holiness on this very day. The significance of this point emerges in the light of 

31:14 where the non-observance of the Sabbath becomes a reason for "cutting off" a person from 

his or her kinsfolk. The reason is that by not sharing in the Sabbath, on the basis of which 

YHWH's communion with both land and people is maintained, such a person gets alienated from 

the three. This punishment of banishing a person from his community is also the case in Gen 

17:14, where the transgression of the everlasting covenant of circumcision merits a person the 

same sanction of being "cut off" from the proper kinsfolk.   

                                                           
6 For the discussion, see F. L. Hossfeld, Der Dekalog.  Seine späten Fassungen, die originale Komposition und seine 

Vorstufen (OBO 45; Freiburg-Göttingen, 1982); C. Dohmen, "Der Dekaloganfang und sein Ursprung", Bib 74 

(1993) 175-195.   
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It is in this light that one may explain the apparent tension in the P corpus regarding the 

relationship between the two everlasting covenants, namely, the berit olam of circumcision 

(Genesis 17) and the berit olam of Sabbath (Exodus 31), both of which are posited as signs of 

membership of YHWH's people.  However, both covenants are not on parallel lines.  For the P 

writer, the circumcision remains a necessary prerequisite for entry into the community of 

YHWH's people, but to remain in this community, one must observe the law of the Sabbath. W. 

Groß, in his interpretation of this text, arrives at the conclusion that the Sabbath is given in this 

Exodus context by the P writer as the everlasting sign of the everlasting patriarchal covenant of 

Genesis 17, basing his argument on the fact that the Sabbath is called an everlasting sign in Exod 

31:17.7   

The Sabbath day is a sacred reality (qodesh) and through it Israel expresses her holiness as well 

as her identity as a nation in whose midst the Holy One dwells. The Sabbath then can be 

regarded from this Priestly point of view as the main identity marker of YHWH's people and, 

thus, a necessary condition for being a bona-fide citizen of the Israel.  

The redactor of Exodus 19-24 adopts the P understanding of the Sabbath by incorporating the 

creation-oriented version of the Sabbath law into his received Deuteronomic Decalogue, because 

it agrees with his idea of Israel's communion with YHWH.  

 3.3 Sabbath as Symbol of Righteous Relationships 

A text of particular relevance here is Isa 56:1-8, where the eschatological salvation is limited 

specifically to those who practice justice (mishpat) and righteousness (sedaqah). This is the point 

of Isa 56:1: "Keep justice and do righteousness, for soon my salvation will come, and my 

deliverance be revealed.” The point of controversy in 56,1-8 is on the qualification for 

membership of the community of YHWH’s people. The text is best read in the light of the Ezra-

Nehemiah policy that limited membership of the community to the holy seed, that is, the 

returnees from exile who considered themselves as the ethnic Israelites (bene Yisrael). Trito-

Isaiah (supposed source of Isaiah 56-66) appears to represent the group that has been excluded 

from the community.8 Thus, he proposes an alternative condition for membership. 

The text of 56:1-8 is very complex from the point of view of syntax, and there are many syndetic 

and asyndetic clauses. Syndetic clauses are clauses that are joined with conjunctions while 

asyndetic clauses are clauses in which the conjunctions are deliberately omitted. The main 

problems are present in 56:1,2,4,6. Thus the very first step is to decide on the adequate 

interpretation. 

v. 1: Weinfeld interprets the word-pair mishpat and sedaqah in 56:1 as a hendiadys, with 

sedaqah having the sense of a concrete action.9 Syntactically, the construction, shimru mishpat 

waʻasu  sedaqah, can be rendered thus: "keep justice by doing righteousness". Here the clause 

waasu sedaqah functions as a coordinating clause, the construction being an example of an 

                                                           
7 W. Groß, Zukunft für Israel. Alttestamentliche Bundeskonzepte und die aktuelle Debatte um den Neuen Bund (SBS 

176; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1998) 83.    
8 See C. E. Hammock, “Isaiah 56,1-8 and the Redefining of the Restoration Judean Community”,  BTB 30  (2000) 

46-57. 
9  M. Weinfeld, "'Justice and Righteousness'- mishpat usedaqah - The Expression and its Meaning", in  Justice and 

Righteousness.  Biblical Times and their Influence (eds. H. G. Reventlow and Y. Hoffman; JSOTSS 137; Sheffield 

1992) 228-246.    
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asyndetic imperative.10 Thus the sentence can be understood in the sense that justice (mishpat) is 

what happens when one does a righteous act (sedaqah).   

v. 2: “Happy is the man who does this!” The one who does this can be understood as the one 

who acts righteously and this means the one who keeps the Sabbath. Such a person is 

characterized by the fact that he keeps his hands away from evil. There is really one command 

here, and that is the doing of sedaqah. No mention is made again of mishpat showing that the 

imperative is centered on sedaqah.   

One notes the variations in vv. 2,4,6 in the designation of the doers of mishpat and sedaqah, and 

this is expressed by the fact that in the three verses the second clauses function as asyndetic 

clauses. 

 

v. 2 -  who keeps the Sabbath not desecrating it, by  keeping his hand from doing any evil 

 v. 4 - who keep my Sabbaths by choosing what pleases me, thereby making firm my 

covenant 

 v. 6 -  all who keep the Sabbath, not desecrating it thereby making firm my covenant 

 

The point of observation in this text is that the keeping of the Sabbath is presented as the main 

norm which shows itself in the avoidance of evil, synonymous with doing or choosing what 

pleases YHWH. In acting in this way, one makes the covenantal relationship remain effective. In 

other words, the proper keeping of the Sabbath is the sign of the presence of the covenant. On the 

basis of this proper Sabbath observance, the prophet dismisses the position of those who argue 

that the stranger and the eunuchs will be excluded from YHWH's Community (56:3-5). As long 

as these marginalized groups observe the Sabbath, they are assured membership of the 

Community. What Isaiah is saying in effect is that the true member of the community is the one 

who maintains righteous relationships. 

3.4 Sabbath as Symbol of Cosmic Harmony and Universal Peace 

The essence of the covenant relationship is not merely the blind obedience of laws, but the 

realization of communion between God and humans. In the new covenant announced by the 

prophets, the relationship is expressed in the form of interior communion and no longer on the 

basis of visible signs whether on the foreskin or on tablets of stone. This new relationship is what 

Isaiah and Jeremiah call the Torah of the heart. In Isaiah and Ezekiel, it is expressed as the 

outpouring of the Spirit of YHWH which will turn the heart of stone into a heart of flesh. The 

communion finds its culmination point in the Sabbath rest which in essence symbolizes the 

harmony existing between God and creation. The argument here is that the Sabbath is the unique 

phenomenon that makes every human collective to realize its identity as belonging to YHWH's 

Community. The point is that entry into the Sabbath is entry into the universal harmony within 

which the divine lordship of creation is fully expressed.        

                                                           
10  On the meaning of asyndetic clauses, see E. Kautzsch, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, Edited by A. E. Cowley 

(Second English Edition 1910; Oxford, 1990), § 120g-h; Joüon and Muraoka, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew,  §§ 

158, 177.  
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In Isaiah, the Sabbath is also presented as an everlasting covenant just as in Exod 31:16, and in 

both texts it brings about a communion of holiness with YHWH.  But a new nuance in Isaiah is 

that the Sabbath now serves as the means through which foreigners become attached to YHWH 

(Isa 56:2-7). In Isa 66:23, one characteristic of the new imminent world order will be the 

observance of the Sabbath and new moon by all flesh as this observance will unite the whole 

creation under the same lordship of YHWH.11 Thus the Sabbath expresses the harmony between 

creation and its creator, and holiness consists in entering into this cosmic harmony.  

This opens up the full significance of the covenant theology in Isaiah. Isaiah's use of “covenant” 

(berit) can be seen from three dimensions: 1. covenant as the presence of the Spirit; 2. covenant 

as Torah; 3. covenant as the Sabbath law. These three phenomena are so interrelated in Isaiah 

that one is challenged to examine whether they attest to three different concepts of covenant or 

whether they are three dimensions of the same concept.   

The word berit occurs 12 times in Isaiah, and 4 of these appear as everlasting covenant - berit 

olam (24:5; 55:3; 61:8; cf. 59:21), one as covenant of peace – berit shalom (54:10), 2 as 

covenant of people – berit ʻam (42:6; 49:8), 2 as  covenant with idols (28:15,18), 2 as YHWH's 

covenant (56:4,6), and only one simply as covenant (33:8). It appears that all the occurrences of 

berit in Isaiah can be read in the light of Isaiah 40-66 where the use of berit is intrinsically linked 

to the two themes of YHWH's Spirit (59:21;  61:8) and the Sabbath observance (56:4,6).   

In the first occurrence, which is in 24:5, berit occurs in parallel with Torah, and what is meant is 

an everlasting covenant given to all creation. The universal transgression of this berit is said to 

be responsible for the cosmic disorder, as articulated in 24:5-6: "The earth is polluted under its 

inhabitants, for they have transgressed laws, violated an established order (hoq), broken an 

everlasting covenant. On account of this, a curse eats up a land and its inhabitants are paying for 

it; on account of this, the inhabitants of a land are burnt up and only a remnant of humans is left."  

The word hoq is better understood here as "an established order",12 and this established order is 

parallel to the everlasting covenant. The established order is most certainly the Sabbath law 

which is oriented towards maintaining the cosmic order, such that its transgression disrupts this 

order. The Sabbath of the land in Lev 25:2-4 is seen more clearly in this light, for according to 

the text, it is the land which keeps the Sabbath to YHWH every seventh-year, and the human part 

is to make it possible that this established order is maintained.13 It is this established cosmic 

order that is called an everlasting covenant in Isa 54:10 where it is associated with the days of 

Noah (54:9).14  The point here is that the Sabbath covenant is likened to the covenant with Noah. 

The inevitable conclusion then is that the Sabbath functions also as the sign of the universal 

                                                           
11 Some recent studies consider the pairing of the Sabbath and New Moon as referring to a single feast-day, 

presupposing the fusion of an earlier Moon-cult and the practice of the Sabbath rest.  See H. L. Bosman, "Sabbath", 

NIDOTTE 4, 1160; O. Keel, Goddesses and Trees, New Moon and Yahweh. Ancient Near Easterm Art and the 

Hebrew Bible (JSOTSS 261; Sheffield, 1998), 102-109; G. Theuer, Der Mondgott in den Religionen Syrien-

Palästinas (OBO 173; Freiburg-Göttingen, 2000), 500-513. However, Heather A. Mckay (Sabbath and Synagogue. 

The Question of Sabbath Worship in Ancient Judaism [Religions in the Graeco-Roman World 122; Leiden, 1994], 

11-30) explains the matter from the point view that the feasts of Sabbath and the New Moon were different but alike, 

thus warranting the pairing, as both were days of worship at the temple.         
12  R. Murray (The Cosmic Covenant [Heythrop Monographs 7; London, 1992], 18) also renders hoq here as "order" 

in the sense of cosmic order.  
13  Cf.  W. D. Davies, The Territorial Dimension of Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 21991), 12.     
14  See Murray, The Cosmic Covenant, 32-40.   
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covenant of Noah.15 Both are concerned with cosmic order, and in Isaiah they are explicitly 

unified as one and the same everlasting covenant, whose basic orientation is an order of 

everlasting peace for Israel and the whole creation. 

The Sabbath can be seen as a unifying motif in Isaiah, as the book opens with YHWH's judicial 

process against his errant children (Isa 1:2) for their abuse of the Sabbath and its cultic 

assemblies (1:13-14) which are no longer the symbols of justice and holiness in the land. The 

judicial process gradually embraces the whole universe (24-27), and the book ends with the 

promise of a new heaven and a new earth, the sign of which is the Sabbath and its cult which will 

be observed by all creation as the sign of universal justice and peace (66:22-24).16 Given the fact 

of the abuse of the Sabbath, mentioned at the beginning of the book, and the reform of the 

Sabbath at the end, it is logical to consider the Sabbath motif as a hermeneutical key to the 

overall message of the book. While Isaiah articulates the restoration of Israel, the book places the 

restoration within the context of a total cosmic transformation and convergence under the 

impulse of YHWH's Spirit and Torah. In this eschatological new world, Israel still occupies a 

special position in the sense that it acts as the instrument of the unification and world peace.  It is 

by reason of this instrumentality that Israel is called YHWH's Servant. The Spirit brings about 

the holiness of YHWH's Servant and enables him to keep the Torah and mediate it.  Here one 

finds the link between Torah and the Sabbath. The land was polluted because the Sabbath was 

transgressed and the consequence was a cosmic chaos and disaster for Israel, but reformation 

comes through a recommitment to the Sabbath and its moral implications. 

The new centre for adherence to YHWH is the Sabbath as it is the context within which cosmic 

peace and harmony are achieved. This is so because it is the sign that there is justice in the 

world. The centrality of the Sabbath in the Deuteronomic Decalogue can be read in this light.17 

The Decalogue presents the conditions for good citizenship within the kingdom, and the Sabbath 

regulation is given a central position because it speaks of social justice.  

4. Freedom and Righteousness and the Question of Good Citizenship 

All that has been said about the Sabbath does not imply that the Sabbath must be observed in the 

contemporary society the way it was observed or stated in the Old Testament. The whole issue 

about the observance of the Sabbath has implications for social justice. The Sabbath is anchored 

on giving rest and freedom to workers which meant a lot within the ancient agrarian society. 

What the texts are saying is that a religious cult without justice is an abuse of the Sabbath, as 

injustice destroys universal harmony. The critique against religious cult practiced without social 

justice is one of the most famous criticisms associated with the prophets (Isa 1:11-17; Jer 7:21-

28; Amos 4:4-5; 5:2-27; Hos 6:6; Mic 6:6-8). The prophet Amos is most vehement in the 

                                                           
15 The Sabbath law in this P context plays the same role which the Torah plays in the Deuteronomic tradition. 
16  Considering the literary and thematic relationship between the first chapter of Isaiah and the last eleven chapters, 

Joseph Blenkinsopp (Isaiah 1-39. A New Translation and Commentary [AB 19a; New York: Doubleday, 2000], 85-

86, 188) attributes both to the same source which he considers as a sectarian apocalyptic and universalistic-oriented 

group, represented in 56-66 as the "servants of YHWH", the same group being responsible for the final unity of the 

book. 
17 The particular thing here is that, as Lohfink ("Deuteronomy", IDBSup [1976] 230) points out, the Sabbath does 

not play a significant role in Deuteronomy itself, suggesting the lateness of the theme in Deuteronomy. Lohfink 

(231) also notes the common identification of the Decalogue as berit in Deuteronomy, which he relates to an earlier 

ritual of royal enthronement in Jerusalem. 
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condemnation of hypocritical religion and social injustice. In one of the most famous of such 

critiques, Amos gives this oracle on Israel’s cult: "I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no 

delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal 

offerings, I will not accept them, and the peace offerings of your fatted beasts I will not look 

upon. Take away from me the noise of your songs; to the melody of your harps I will not listen. 

But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:21-

24). The term festivals (haggim) stand for the three annual pilgrimage feasts (unleavened bread, 

weeks and harvest) while assemblies is used more generally for all feasts, such as the Sabbath, 

new moon, etc. These feasts are characterized by elaborate liturgical acts. The whole cultic 

system is thus systematically rejected because it was practiced without mishpat (justice, right 

judgement) and sedaqah (righteousness). These are the two qualities needed to maintain social 

order, to keep society functioning. These must roll like water, that is, they should never dry up, 

but be ever present with the force of rolling water and ever-flowing stream. For Amos, love of 

pious activities is not necessarily love of God.  

Religion is a great force in Nigeria today but one cannot but marvel at the alarming hypocrisy 

and contradictions in the social life of the worshipers. As justice is the state of affairs brought 

about by the doing of righteousness, the lack of righteous relationships bring about a whole host 

of social evils. The biblical Sabbath was given as a symbol of freedom derived from righteous 

relationships. Without such relationships a society can hardly live in freedom. That is why the 

wise teacher says, righteousness exalts a nation (Prov 14:34). Nigerians currently live in great 

bondage because of the evils that thrive in the society. Good citizenship thrives in a state of 

freedom, and the more the enabling environment for freedom is created through social justice, 

the more good citizens will continue to emerge. 

5. Conclusion 

Good citizenship is presented in this paper as the quality that expresses a whole system of 

righteous relationships. It expresses the righteous relationship between the individual and God, 

between the individual and the state, between the individual and fellow human beings and 

between the individual and the whole cosmos. Where such a relationship is broken, there thrives 

a state of bondage and thus lack of freedom. In the Old Testament, true freedom is realized 

through the observance of the Sabbath because the Sabbath symbolizes a whole lot of things 

holding the community and society together. The Sabbath is given to all creation, and wherever 

collective observance of it is realized, there also is realized divine presence, holiness, cosmic 

harmony, peace and freedom. 
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A Single Voice among the crowds: The Image of Nicodemus in John 7:50-52 as a Sign of 

Good Citizen 

Cosmas C. Uzowulu  

Introduction 

Jesus’ reluctance to return to Judea is understandable when we recall the events of his last visit 

(see ch 5).1 The subject of his death arose then (5:16), and it rises again (7:1,7,19). In fact, this is 

Jesus’ last visit to Jerusalem (in September/October); in the coming spring he will be crucified. 

Jesus never returns to Galilee following chapter 7. Much like the Synoptic story line (see Mark 

9:30-33), Jesus moves from Galilee to enter Judea, only to face the threat of death. John 7 sets 

the same stage. Arrest (7:30,44) and death (7:1,7,19,20,25) are constant themes as he approaches 

and enters Jerusalem. Nevertheless his brothers (cf. 2:12) urge him to go and to make his identity 

plain (7:3-4), but their intentions are not in Jesus’ interest since, as John states clearly, “they did 

not believe in him” (7:5). But Jesus knows what will really happen in this city. There is even a 

subtle Johannine play on words in 7:8. Jesus will “go up” (anabainō) to Jerusalem; in 20:17 

anabainō is employed again to describe the ascension. In the autumn of his final year Jesus 

heads south in order to “go up” both to the city and to heaven. 

The literary of chapters 5-10 is structured around the festivals of Judaism. Jesus appears at these 

festivals, exploits some feature of their imagery, and launches major discourses in which he 

identifies himself and his mission through their historic themes. Jesus’ visit to Jerusalem now at 

the Feast of Tabernacles (John 7-9) follows this same pattern. Tabernacles were the third of 

three pilgrimage feasts anchored in the agricultural cycle of Judaism. For each of these festivals, 

Jewish men were required to come to Jerusalem and worship at the temple (cf. Exod 23:14-17; 

34:23; Deut 16:16), although it is uncertain how rigorously this was observed. The Festival of 

Tabernacles was observed for seven days and celebrated with numerous sacrifices of bulls, 

rams, and lambs, building to a climax on Day Seven, when special ceremonies were conducted 

(which John 7 interprets). No doubt since Jesus’ family was faithful to Jewish law and worship, 

Jesus likely came to Jerusalem at least three times per year for these celebrations. His instinct to 

“go up” to the city now fits that pattern. 

The leadership and the crowds who are trying to understand Jesus pose some questions 

(7:15,20,25-26,35). The section also explicates a series of reactions to Jesus as people must 

decide if indeed he is a man to be followed (7:3-5,12,30-31,40-44,45-59). But there is no doubt 

that in Jerusalem a storm is brewing, and words of condemnation recur with surprising 

frequency: Some want to arrest him (7:30,44) while others want him killed (7:19,20,25). As 

this storm grows, as usual, people begin to take sides. One man among the crowds, Nicodemus, 

refused to be intimidated. He spoke out without any fear in the face of an injustice that is about 

to be meted out to an innocent man. In our world, particularly in Nigeria we need citizens like 

Nicodemus. In this academic exercise we are going to see how we can make good citizens by 

drawing examples from the Bible with an image of Nicodemus. The work is divided into two 

sections: The first part is on the exegesis of the pericope. The second part will be on the 

application. 

                                                           
1 The close link between chapters 5 and 7 has been employed often to argue for a rearrangement of these chapters of 

John. R. Brown, John 1:308, even compares the three requests made of Jesus in John 5 and 7 with the temptation 

stories in the Synoptics (king\kingdom, 6:15; bread 6:31; show power in Jerusalem 7:3).  
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1. The Text of John 7:50-52 – The Crowds divide 

50 Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus before, and who was one of them, asked, :51 

"Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hearing to find out what 

they are doing, does it?" :52 They replied, "Surely you are not also from Galilee, are 

you? Search and you will see that no prophet is to arise from Galilee." 

Nicodemus2 (cf. John 3:1-15) has been an open-minded enquirer, and now represents a 

reasonable, unprejudiced attitude in contrast with the hardening opposition of the rest. His final 

appearance in John 19:39 will show him as virtually a full believer. His behavior immediately 

indicates to us that there are exceptions. Even among the official authorities a kind of schisma 

arises, although it is only a single man who contradicts the united front of the others.3 

Immediately after the Pharisees proclaimed so confidently that not one of their own exalted 

members believes in Jesus, Nicodemus, one of them, apparently, speaks in defense of Jesus. 

Immediately after they exalted themselves as being the great guardians of the law, one of their 

own number points out that they are violating that same law. These clashes are highly dramatic. 

As a judge Nicodemus had both the right and the duty to remind his fellow-judges of the re-

quirements of the law when it appeared they were forgetting them. He avoided every 

discourtesy, every appearance of arrogating to himself a judgment of his fellow-judges, by 

merely raising the question, thus allowing all to join in the answer. Yet it demonstrates courage 

for him to do even so much. The strong disapproval of Nicodemus, some called it, a 

characteristic of the cautious timidity of the man.4 Though some have called him timid, but this 

appears to be a mistake; timidity would have closed his lips. By employing a question instead of 

making an assertion Nicodemus shows wisdom. Some questions answer themselves, and this is 

one of that kind. By using mē Nicodemus shows what he on his part thinks the answer must be, 

but only so that he intimates that all the rest will agree with him. Actually they could not 

disagree. By overplaying their hands his colleagues in a manner force him to the front. He 

probably would have preferred to say nothing, but his contact with Jesus had opened his eyes 

sufficiently to see the real character of what was now being enacted, and that gave him courage 

to speak. By speaking he was brought one step nearer to faith. 

Some argue that Nicodemus rests his case on a recognized principle of law, and suggests that the 

procedure intended by the Sanhedrim will be illegal; but he does not explicitly espouse the cause 

of Jesus (see John 3:1-15). The legal provisions in question are that a report should not be 

received without scrutiny (Exod 23:1), and that both sides should be heard (Deut 1:16). These 

are principles implied in the Jewish legislative code. Other OT passages condemn partiality and 

other means of evading strict justice (e.g. Lev 19:15 etc). Unconsciously Nicodemus echoes 

Jesus’ own admonition in verse 24. 

Here we may remark that fanatical religious zeal on the part of men who claim great holiness for 

themselves often blindly violates the commonest ordinary justice when dealing with religious 

                                                           
2 The description of Nicodemus as ho elthōn, ktl which is omitted by a may have found its way in this passage from 

19:39. There is much textual variation in these words, which are perhaps a gloss. See J. H. Bernard, Gospel 

according to St John (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 288-289. Till 19:39 John perhaps for all his good will and 

fair-mindedness, Nicodemus remains one of the Jews, and not one of the disciples. One can rightly compare his role 

here with that of Gamaliel in Acts 5:34-9  
3 R. Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (tr. G. R. Beasley-Murray) (Oxford: Blackwell, 1971), 311.  
4 Cf.  Bernard, Gospel according to St John, 289. 
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opponents. The scene occurring in the Sanhedrin this day has often been repeated since, and 

often without a Nicodemus to call a halt. 

No, the law does not render a verdict on a man, krinei until that man (the one in question, ton 

anthrōpon is first heard in person by the court, and the court thus itself knows what he does. The 

verb krivō is indeterminate, according to the finding (gnō) the verdict may result either in an 

acquittal or in a fitting sentence of punishment. There must first be a proper trial. The man 

charged must first be heard, that is, given an opportunity to make his defense. Only after all the 

evidence is in, including that of the man himself, after the court knows and has been able to 

make a just finding in the case, is the verdict delivered. The aorists akousē and gnō indicate 

actuality . Both are legal terms, as is also krinei. “What he does”, ti poiei – what the real 

character of the man’s deed is, the court rendering a verdict accordingly. All this, Nicodemus 

implies, still holds for the Sanhedrin, whether the ochlos or Jesus be brought before its bar.  

Nicodemus’ cool objectivity permits us to see that the revelation does not simply contradict the 

law, but that it is the abuse of the law which makes the world deaf to the Revealer. John 5,38-47 

showed that the law becomes the accuser of those who seek in it their own security instead of 

allowing themselves to be challenged by it, and here we see that such men lose their objectivity 

and no longer hear what the law says.5  Nicodemus needs to remind them that according to the 

law no one may be condemned without first being heard. But their lack of objectivity is shown 

clearly enough by their reply: for them the matter is already closed! The protest of Nicodemus 

carries the implication that, in refusing to listen to one who challenged their mode of 

interpreting the Law, the members of the Sanhedrin are setting themselves against the Law and 

consequently are law-breakers – like the people of the land.  

V. 52: The members of the Sanhedrim had no sympathy with the plea for delay which 

Nicodemus put forward. Was he also a Galilean, like the Galilean whose case he was 

defending? (cf. 7:41). Of course they know that he is not a Galilean, but by their question 

introduced with mh, (mē) they imply that only on this supposition could they possibly 

understand his appeal to their legal obligations.6 Jesus hailed from Galilee, there, too, he had 

risen to great fame, and the Galilean pilgrims were the ones who especially acclaimed him at the 

festival. So the Pharisees, having no possible defense for their illegal procedure, substitute an 

insulting attack upon the motive of their monitor,7 namely, that he talks as though he, too, were 

from Galilee.  

To this usual rendition we must suggest, that since all the Galileans at the feast are members of 

“the multitude”, the Pharisees insinuate that Nicodemus must be no better and stand no higher in 

trying to defend the legal rights of the multitude and of Jesus. Does he want them to think that 

he is as ignorant as the multitude? Does he want to share the curse they had pronounced upon 

this ignorant rabble? That is why they add the admonition that Nicodemus search and see for 

himself that no prophet arises out of Galilee, to say nothing of the Messiah himself. This 

reference to the gross ignorance of Nicodemus must be coupled with the charge of ignorance 

against the multitude, among which so many were friendly to Jesus. At the same time this is 

                                                           
5 Nomos is employed here as the subject of krinein in the same way as it is Rom 3,19, where it is the subject of 

legein. This corresponds to Rabbinic usage. 
6 R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St John’s Gospel (CNT; USA: Hendrickson, 1998), 590. The Jerusalem 

authorities could not accept pleas based on local patriotism. For more see, C. K. Barrett, The Gospel according to St 

John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text (London: SPCK., 1978), 332. 
7 Cf. G. R. Beasley-Murray, John (WBC 36; Nashville: Word, 1999), 121.  
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their return slap at Nicodemus, calling him desperately ignorant for having intimated ignorance 

of the law on their part, while they thus vindicate their own pretence to knowledge. The aorist 

imperative “search” enjoins a search that will go to the bottom of things and obtain the actual 

facts.8 They do not say whether Nicodemus is to search the Scriptures or only history in general. 

“See” means: “convince yourself!” The emphasis is on the phrase “out of Galilee”. 

The present tense (with the future meaning) egeiretai “arises”,  reads like the general 

proposition that at no time Galilee can furnish a prophet. Some texts have the perfect, egēgertai 

“has arisen”  which restricts the claim to the past and says nothing about future possibilities. If 

the reading egēgertai were correct, the assertion that from Galilee no prophet has arisen would 

be obviously untrue. Jonah, at any rate, was a Galilean, for he was of Gath-hepher (2 Kgs 

14:25), which was in Galilee (Josh 19:13) only three miles North of Nazareth. And most likely 

Hosea and Nahum came from that territory too.  Indeed, about the time when this Gospel was 

written R. Eliezer maintained “Thou hast no single tribe in Israel from which a prophet has not 

come forth” (Sukk. 27b). That assertion is echoed in S. ‘OlamRab 21: “Thou hast no city in the 

land of Israel in which there has not been a prophet” (Str-B 2:519). It appears almost incredible 

that these great theologians of the Law are not aware of these facts. The alternative reading from 

two early papyri in î66 and î75 is increasingly viewed as authentic “Search, and see that the 

prophet (ho prophētēs) does not arise……..”", that is the Prophet like Moses (a messianic 

prophet), awaited to appear in the last days. Later christian scribes could have easily misread an 

ancient original and omitted the article (a mere, ho).9 If the article is retained, the sharp irony of 

7:42, is sustained even to Jerusalem’s leaders.10 As everyone knows that there is no statement in 

the Bible that the Prophet would come out of Galilee, so everyone knows that Galilee is not 

godly enough to produce that kind of Prophet. Only Judea could be his patris.  

However, the Pharisees’ study of the Scriptures leads them to dogmatics which provides them 

with the security they want, in that it puts at their disposal criteria by which to judge the 

revelation but which make them deaf to the word of revelation. Therefore, the fact that on the 

one hand the authorities’ teaching is in strict accordance with Scripture, and on the other that 

they allow themselves to be drawn into irregularities with regard to the law, (v. 51) demonstrates 

that they are interested only in their own security, to which the Scripture is no more than the 

means. It is not the irregularities in themselves which put them in the wrong. They are but a 

symptom of their real malady.  

2. Application  

The theological substance of chapter 7 must be read together with chapter 5 since one simply 

carries on the debate of the other. Jesus healed a crippled man in Jerusalem; now on his 

subsequent visit to the city, further rumors and accusations are being attached to Jesus’ name.11 

As one could notice from chapter 5, these narratives in John are conscious of the “trial” of Jesus 

that will come up later in the story. Indeed a “trial motif” seems to shape how these stories are 

told: Jesus’ crime is described (healing on the Sabbath), his accusers speak up (generally the 

religious leadership), evidence for and against Jesus is provided (his authority, his origins, 

                                                           
8 Cf. BARRETT, The Gospel according to John, 332-333.  
9 However, the weight of textual evidence does support the shorter reading (“a prophet”)  
10 Most ancient manuscripts do not include the story of the woman caught in adultery (7:53-8:11). In order to retain 

the coherence of Jesus’ Tabernacles discourse, 8:12 should 7:52.  
11 We should keep in mind the suggestion of many scholars that the order of chapters 5 and 6 should be reversed. 

This would link chapters 5 and 7 directly.  
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witnesses for his case), and a decision must be made. 

John 7 seems to concentrate on the final aspect of this “trial” scenario. The three major sections 

of the chapter (7:1-13, 14-36, 37-52) each concludes with a divided audience: At the beginning 

of the feast, some say that Jesus is a good man while others call him deceptive; at the middle of 

the feast, some put their faith in him while others try to seize him; and at the end of the feast, the 

crowds split into those who are receptive (“He is the Christ”, 7:41a) and those who are not 

(“How can the Christ come from Galilee” 7:41b), in the same way that the religious leaders 

experience a parallel division – the guards and Nicodemus express interest and respect for Jesus 

while the Pharisees utter curses (7:49). No doubt it is this latter group (the Pharisees and their 

colleagues) whose shadow looms large over the chapter. Verse 13 says clearly that everyone is 

afraid of them, a fear that limits the public freedom to speak openly about Jesus. 

These stories about Jesus (particularly in chapters 5 and 7) are not only portraits of Jesus’ trial in 

history, but also a window into the struggles and experiences of John’s church. John’s 

understanding of what he experienced in his world was shaped by his understanding of what had 

happened to Jesus. Jesus himself had promised, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it 

hated me first” (15:18). At the end of his life Jesus prayed to God, “I have given them your word 

and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world” 

(17:14). Jesus’ life was a model of Christian proclamation and rejection.12 The truth of Jesus split 

any audience (Jesus’ or John’s or mine or yours) into those who believed and those who refused 

to believe. As John penned these chapters, he stylized them in a manner that created literary (and 

theological) characters that played the same role on the Johannine church stage. 

As I study this text and cull from its words a message for my context and audience, I see 

something similar: Jesus is on trial in my world (Nigeria) as well. As it was in Jerusalem, so 

today audiences will be divided. Some appear open and receptive, others appear cynical and 

hostile. Moreover, there is also the specter of fear: Just as the earliest crowds around Jesus were 

alert to the judgments of those in power, so too audiences today assess the risks of publicly 

identifying with Jesus and publicly standing for justice. The tone of these early Gospel debates is 

severe, and this too should enter into the equation that will surround our understanding of Jesus’ 

trial. John did not expect, nor should we, that the debate about Jesus will always be civil. John 7 

portrays a struggle for ultimate religious commitments; in this debate passions can run furiously 

high. In particular we gain in this chapter a profile of religious leadership in Jerusalem that is 

vehemently opposed to Jesus and willing to employ any resources at its disposal to destroy him. 

The same is the case in many countries of the world, Nigeria inclusive. 

2.1 Individuals in the crowd  

Not only does John introduce the notion of division into the story of Jesus, but the literary drama 

of John 7 also analyzes the role of individuals in the crowd. No doubt as John looked at his world 

(just as we look at our own, our world of Nigeria), there were discernible players who always 

stepped to center stage. As he forges his narrative, he understands too that the same “types” 

played on the stage of Jesus during his earthly ministry. Among the crowds, there are those who 

are simply curious (7:14,25-26,41-42) while others are open and receptive, willing to exhibit 

                                                           
12 It is important to make it clear that viewing John as offering a “window” into the Johannine Church, this is not to 

deny the historical character of the Gospel. Scholars in recent years have frequently viewed the Gospels as mere 

foils for later church. This view is incorrect. However, it is also true that story-telling also tells us something about 

the speaker and his world.   
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faith (7:12,26-27,31,40-41,46). Still many others in the crowd are openly antagonistic 

(7,3.13.20.30.44). The Jewish leadership becomes a cast of its own: Some express anger 

(7:15,47-48,52) and want to arrest him (7:32); others are simply ignorant (7:35). One man, 

Nicodemus, stands out as genuinely open (7:51). All of this invites interesting questions about 

the actors in our world, indeed the actors in our own church. In John 6 one can observe that it 

was not simply the crowds who stumbled over Jesus’ deeper teachings, but his followers too. 

How are these roles being played today in Nigeria and in the Church? 

2.2 Being a good Citizen – Standing with Jesus 

When the gospel is preached in the world, Jesus goes on trial. Every hearer must choose which 

voice he or she will embrace, which “side” he or she will choose, for there is no middle place. 

Will our voice be filled with anger? Cynicism? Fear of the authorities? Shame? Courage? I am 

convinced that we really do not know what voice is ours until there is risk involved in speaking 

up. As soon as the opponents of Jesus express their will – and John 7 is filled with hints of 

conflict and violence – the crowds must decide if their faith is stronger than their fear. Indeed 

this is the story of every man and woman in Nigeria. 

But there is a deeper motif here that haunts this chapter. It is not simply the world in all of its 

pagan self-indulgence that settles in as Jesus’ great opponent. It is religious authority, spiritual 

experts hailing from the most religious city in the Bible, who stand militantly before him. We 

see this in chapter 1 when a delegation from Jerusalem arrives to question John the Baptist. We 

also see it in chapter 3 when Nicodemus talks to him at night. We observe this in chapter 5 when 

religious leadership try to disqualify Jesus on the grounds that he does not understand or respect 

God’s will (concerning the Sabbath). Here at Tabernacles (which continues through chap 8) the 

leadership’s unrestrained contempt for Jesus shows itself in all its fury. 

Conclusion 

Just as there is a worldly opposition to Jesus, there is likewise a “religious” opposition to Jesus. 

What does this opposition mean? As a Christian exegete do I simply leave this conflict on the 

first-century horizon and record for posterity the opposition of the temple to Jesus? Or is the 

malady deeper? Does this reflex ever come alive in the church? Does Jesus ever go on trial in 

the church? Are we exempt from dark religious reflexes? If the synagogues and the temple were 

eager to interrogate him, would we do the same if he came and challenged our dearly held 

assumptions about religious commitments and ceremonies and faith? We may be naïve if we 

think we cannot be counted among the temple authorities. But one person stands out as a model 

for us. In the midst of this intense crisis, Nicodemus speaks to the consciences of his colleagues 

and invites them to have a deeper reflection on their action. We need, people, citizens who like 

Nicodemus will challenge the evil and injustices in the society. 
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Mutual Knowledge in John 10:14-15  as a Model Leadership Principle in Nigeria 

Anthony Iffen Umoren 

Introduction 

One of the most humanly captivating and readily understood Christological affirmations in the 

New Testament is that of Jesus as the Good Shepherd. John in two quickly successive instances 

notes in his gospel that Jesus said of himself: “I am the good shepherd” (10:11, 14). In 

identifying himself using this metaphor, Jesus attributes to himself the image of a typical first 

century Jewish nomadic shepherd who leads his sheep to different pasture and back, with all it 

entails. At the same time, Jesus uses the image of the sheep, with all it entails, to identify his 

followers. In plain language, therefore, Jesus would be saying of himself, “I am the good leader”, 

while his sheep are his good followers. On what basis, however, does Jesus make his claims? 

The answer lies in 10:14-15: Jesus as a good shepherd knows his sheep, and his sheep know him. 

Therefore, Jesus lays down his life for the sheep. As good shepherd he willingly pays the 

ultimate price of leadership on account of the intimate relationship of mutual knowledge which 

exists between him and his followers. What therefore, according to John’s gospel, is the nature of 

this mutual knowledge which exists between Jesus the good shepherd and his followers? Then, 

how can this principle of mutual knowledge be used profitably to promote good leadership 

today, especially in the Nigerian context? These concerns are the focus of this paper. 

An Analysis of John 10:14-15 

This textual unit is in a sub-unit within a larger pericope usually tagged “the Good Shepherd 

discourse” extending from 10:1 to 21. The discourse directly refers to issues regarding Jesus and 

the sheep, wherein Jesus in the first sub unit identifies himself as the gatekeeper of the sheepfold 

(10:1-10), and in the second sub unit as the good shepherd (10:11-21). Within the second sub-

unit Jesus explains how he is the good shepherd: first he notes that the good shepherd is one who 

lays down his life for his sheep while a hireling runs away from the sheep on sensing danger 

(10:11-13). Secondly he notes that he is a good shepherd because he knows his sheep and his 

sheep know him, just as the Father knows him and he knows the Father (10:14-15). Thirdly, he 

makes a reference to his other sheep outside the sheepfold which as a good shepherd he must 

bring to the flock for whom he lays down his life (10:16-21). It is the second part of the second 

sub unit (10:14-15) that is of interest to this paper. 

The unit begins with a saying which is a solemn declaration of a claim by Jesus: ego eimi ho 

poimēn ho kalos (v. 14a). Then there is an elaboration of the claim: kai ginosko ta  ema (v. 14b) 

and a parallel coordinate to the elaboration, kai ginoskousi me ta ema (v. 14c). Then a simile to 

the elaboration: kathos ginskei me ho patēr (v. 15a), with its own parallel coordinate, kag ginsk 

ton patera (v. 15b). The unit ends in a note of final elaboration: kai tēn psuchēn mou tithēmi 

huper ton probaton (v. 15c). This can be analyzed schematically thus: 

a. v.14a      ego eimi ho poimēn ho kalos 

b. v.14b    kai ginosko ta  ema 

v.14c    kai ginoskousi me ta ema  

b1 v.15a    kathos ginoskei me ho patēr 

v.15b    kag ginosko ton patera 
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a1 v.15c    kai tēn psuchēn mou tithēmi huper ton probaton 

From the above schema, it becomes clear that the text is enveloped in a and a1 by the shepherd 

(poimēn) – sheep (probaton) metaphors, such that these twin images form an inclusio. Central to 

the text, however, and clearly dominant in it, is the word ginosko, used four times in the text in 

its various formulations to refer to Jesus’ knowledge of his own, the reciprocal knowledge of 

Jesus by his own, the Father’s knowledge of Jesus, and Jesus’ reciprocal knowledge of the 

Father. Further analysis of the text in this paper will be based on these two important themes in 

the text: Shepherd-Sheep and Knowledge, in a way that would allow an appreciation of the nature 

of the mutual and intimate knowledge that exists between Jesus the good shepherd and the sheep, 

his followers, to emerge. 

Poimēn and Probaton as Theological and Anthropological Metaphors 

What is the background to Jesus’ use of the shepherd and sheep metaphors to depict himself and 

his followers respectively? Even a casual reflection on this question would reveal that Jesus’ use 

of these images was in line with Old Testament identification of God as the (good) shepherd (r ̒ 

h), who takes care of his sheep (ts’n) Israel, his people. The use of this image for God may not 

have been unconnected with the largely pastoral background of the Israelites, especially during 

the Patriarchal period.1 Therefore, God is “the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel” (Gen 49:24). 

Accordingly, “He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and 

carry them in his bosom and gently lead the mother sheep” (Isa 40:11). The Psalmist is 

convinced that “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green 

pastures; he leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his 

name’s sake. Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; 

your rod and your staff – they comfort me” (Ps 23:1-4). 

God’s role as a (good) shepherd is contrasted sharply with the role of the (false) shepherds of 

Israel. In Ezek 34:11-16, God is identified as a shepherd who seeks out his sheep, rescues them 

from wherever they have been scattered, brings them from the nations into their own land, feeds 

them with good pasture, and makes them lie down. Indeed, of his sheep, God makes a promise: 

“I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind the injured, and I will 

strengthen the weak…I will feed them with justice” (34:16; also Jer 23:3).  

The (false) shepherds of Israel on the other hand, according to Ezek 34:1-10, have been feeding 

themselves not the sheep. They have not strengthened the weak, healed the sick, bound up the 

injured, brought back the strayed or sought the lost. Rather, they have ruled the sheep with force 

and harshness, with the result that the sheep are scattered, wandering all over the mountains and 

hills, and have become food for all the wild animals. Yet no one searches for them. God 

therefore retorts: “I am against the shepherds; and I will demand my sheep at their hand, and put 

a stop to their feeding the sheep; no longer shall the shepherds feed themselves. I will rescue my 

sheep from their mouths, so that they may not be food for them” (34:10). The false shepherds are 

described as stupid (10:21). Therefore Jeremiah pronounces a woe on such shepherds: “Woe to 

the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture ….It is you who have scattered 

my flock, and have driven them away, and you have not attended to them. So I will attend to you 

for your evil doings, says the Lord” (Jer 23:1-2; also 50:6-10). Moreover, they are advised: 

“Wail, you shepherds, and cry out; roll in ashes, you lords of the flock, for the days of your 

                                                           
1 See R. E. Brown, The Gospel according to John I-XII, The Anchor Bible, 29, (Garden City: Doubleday, 1986), 

397. 
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slaughter have come – and your dispersions, and you shall fall like a choice vessel. Flight shall 

fail the shepherds, and there shall be no escape for the lords of the flock….because of the fierce 

anger of the Lord” (Jer 25:34-37). 

In view of the negative leadership role of the shepherds of Israel, God promises to raise 

shepherds over his people. They will be shepherds after God’s own heart, who like God, will 

feed God’s people with knowledge and understanding (Jer 3:15). Therefore, God’s people will 

not fear any longer. They will not be dismayed, and none of them shall be missing (Jer 23:4). In 

particular, God will raise a messianic shepherd who will be a righteous branch of David, “and he 

shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land” (Jer 

23:5). Accordingly, Ezekiel prophesies: “My servant David shall be king over them; and they 

shall all have one shepherd. They shall follow my ordinances and be careful to observe my 

statutes” (Ezek 37:24). 

Jesus as ho poimēn ho kalos 

Jesus’ solemn affirmation, “I am the good shepherd” is found in John 10:11 and 14. From the 

analysis of the motifs of shepherd and sheep in the OT above, it is clear that in narrating this 

metaphoric affirmation of Jesus, John is presenting Jesus not only as a messianic shepherd and 

king, but a divine shepherd who is leader of God’s people Israel2 after the mind of God. Thus in 

Jesus is the fusion of the divine and messianic expectations of a good shepherd. Okure suggests 

that the Johannine community context of such an affirmation is “probably the situation described 

in 1 John 2:18-19, 22-23, where members of the community who are disenchanted with Jesus’ 

messiahship leave the fold and seek to draw others away with them”.3  

Conscious therefore of Jesus as a divine shepherd, John presents Jesus to his community as one 

who has all the qualities and attributes which are known of God as shepherd, and which are 

expected from the messiah as the appointed leader of God’s people. Not surprisingly therefore, 

Jesus the authorized shepherd “calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has 

brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his 

voice” (10:3b-4). Jesus knows his sheep, and his sheep know him, just as the Father knows Jesus 

and Jesus knows the Father (10:14-15). He searches out and brings other sheep of his that are not 

in the fold into his fold, so that they would listen to his voice, and there would be one flock, one 

shepherd (10:16).  

Jesus, however, goes beyond what was expected of the messianic shepherd: he willingly lays 

down his life for his sheep (10:15, 17-18), in contrast to the hired (false) shepherd, who does not 

care for the sheep but abandons them on sensing danger, so that they are snatched away and 

scattered about (10:10-13). The hired shepherd does this because the sheep are not his own. All 

he cares for is his wage.  Jesus is not a hired shepherd, thus the sheep are his own. And so he 

knows, loves and cares for the sheep because they are his own. Like shepherds who own their 

sheep would do, Jesus therefore takes risks and willingly faces dangers on behalf of his own 

sheep, and even willingly lays down and takes up his life for them (10:18). This single action is, 

                                                           
2 That Israel is intended here is plausible from the contrasting reference to the other sheep who do not belong to the 

fold (10:16). Cf. R. H. Lightfoot, St. John’s Gospel: A Commentary (London: Oxford University Press, 1972), 206.  
3 Teresa Okure, “John” in W. R. Farmer, S. McEvenue, A. J. Levoratti, D. L. Dungan, eds., The International Bible 

Commentary: A Catholic and Ecumenical Commentary for the Twenty-First Century (Collegeville: The Liturgical 

Press,  1998),  1480. 
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for Marsh, “the crown and the highest fulfilment of ‘authority’ and ‘rule’ – that the one who 

governs should be the one who sacrifices his life”.4 

The use of the good shepherd-sheep metaphor in relation to Jesus and his own also finds 

expression in other parts of the New Testament. The man whom Heb 13:20 identifies as “Jesus, 

the great shepherd of the sheep”,  is shown in Mark’s earlier tradition as teaching the crowd 

because he has compassion on them, since they are like sheep without a shepherd (Mark 6:34). In 

the parable of the lost sheep, Matthew brings to fore the image of Jesus as a good shepherd who 

does not allow any of his sheep to get lost. Here Jesus quizzes: “What do you think? If a 

shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-

nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? And if he finds it, truly I tell 

you, he rejoices over it more than the over the ninety-nine that never went astray” (Matt 18:12-

13; also Luke 15:1-7) Matthew notes, therefore, that Jesus “was sent only to the lost sheep of the 

house of Israel” (Matt 15:24; see also 10:6). Jesus’ sheep will scatter only when Jesus the 

shepherd is struck (Matt 26:31; Mark 14:27).  

Mutual Knowledge between Jesus and His Own 

It has already been mentioned that the word ginoskein, used in the text in its various formulations 

to refer to Jesus’ knowledge of his own, the knowledge of Jesus by his own, the Father’s 

knowledge of Jesus, and Jesus’ knowledge of the Father is central to and dominant in the text 

under study.5 According to Moloney, “The sharing of knowledge and oneness between Jesus and 

the sheep and between Jesus and the Father leads logically to the Good Shepherd’s laying down 

his life for the sheep”.6 In John’s gospel ginoskein occurs 56 times, out of a total of 221 times in 

the New Testament,7 with various meanings such as know, come to know, learn (of), ascertain, 

find out, understand, comprehend, perceive, notice, realize, acknowledge, and recognize.8 In 

general, however, the term, when used in the Bible in relation to God and human persons points 

to a special relationship between the knower and the person known, which comes as a result of 

understanding and accepting the other, and not merely an intellectual activity.9 That Jesus knows 

his own would therefore mean that he has a special relationship with them, whereby he 

understands who they are, accepts them, and cares for their needs. In the words of Curraion, this 

is “an affective, penetrating, knowledge”.10 

The affirmation that there is a special relationship of mutual knowledge between Jesus and his 

own, mentioned in 10:14, is repeated in 10:27: “My sheep hear my voice. I know them and they 

follow me”. Their mutual knowledge is not just about issues out there, but about the personalities 

                                                           
4 John Marsh, Saint John, The Pelican New Testament Commentaries (England: Penguin Books, 1988), 398. 
5 The debate about the possibility of the use of “knowledge” from a Gnostic perspective in John’s gospel is not 

considered here, although considering the provisions of the Corpus Hermeticum, there may be Gnostic undertones 

which could have influenced John in his choice and application of the word. C. K. Barret (The Gospel according to 

St. John [London: S.P.C.K., 1965], 68), rightly warns against an easy attribution of Gnostic tendencies to John’s use 

of the word “knowledge”. He notes that, “In fact the parallelism between the Johannine and Gnostic language may 

be misleading” (See also 32-34). 
6 F. J. Moloney, The Gospel of John, Sacra Pagina, 4 (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1998), 304. 
7 R. Morgenthaler Statistik des Neutestamentlichen Wortschatzes (Rome: Ed. Barba Paul, 1979), 85. 
8 W. Arndt and F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 160-161. 
9 See O. A. Piper, “Knowledge” in G. A. Buttrick, T. S. Kepler et al ed., The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 

vol. 3 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1985), 42.  
10 T. O. Curraion, Commentary on the Gospel according to John (Dublin: Sarsfield Press, 1979), 316. 
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and needs of each other. It refers to what may be termed mutual knowledge. His knowledge of 

his disciples made them wonder how he knew them so well (1:48). Thus Jesus knew the thoughts 

of his disciples. He knew when they complained about his teaching (6:61). He knew those who 

did not believe in him (6:64), and the one who would betray him (6:64; 13:11). Jesus knew those 

whom he had chosen (13:18), and knew the questions they intended to ask (16:19). He knew 

what was in everyone, and did not need someone to testify to him about anyone, or to entrust 

himself to everyone (2:24-25). He knew the needs of the crowd that came to listen to him, and 

that he would feed them, yet he asked Philip “Where are we to buy bread for these people to 

eat?” (6:5). Jesus knew when his hour had come to lay down his life for his own (13:1).  And 

after his resurrection, knowing that his sheep would need another visible shepherd, Jesus asked 

Peter to feed his sheep (21:15-17). 

On the other hand, to know Jesus is synonymous with believing in him as one sent from God: 

“we have believed, and have come to know that you are the Holy One of God” (6:69; also 10:38; 

16:30; 17:8). Thus unlike the world, which does not know Jesus and so does not believe in him 

(1:10-12), the disciples know Jesus, understand him and believe in him, because Jesus has made 

known to them everything that he heard from the Father. Jesus is the only one who knows the 

Father, and in turn makes the Father known to his own (1:18), so that the love of the Father and 

Jesus may also be shared by those to whom Jesus has made the Father known (17:26). Armed 

with this knowledge, his own are therefore no longer servants but friends with Jesus (14:35). 

Knowing or believing in Jesus is equivalent to knowing and believing in the Father (14:7), 

because Jesus and the Father are one (14:10-11). Those who do not know or believe in Jesus do 

not have the love of God in them (5:42), and so do not know God. They also do not have eternal 

life, for to know the Father and Jesus is eternal life (17:3). Jesus sees the intimate relationship of 

absolute faith and trust that exists between him and the Father (8:55; 11:2) as a model for his 

relationship between him and his own. Thus as he does the will of his Father on account of his 

faith in the Father, his own hear his voice and follow him because of their faith in him. 

From the foregoing, one can deduce that Jesus’ leadership role as the good shepherd is derived 

from his knowledge of his sheep. This knowledge manifests itself in the depth of Jesus’ level of 

relationship with his followers, such that knowing them and their needs, he accepted them, 

gathered them together, taught them, fed them, cared for them, and even laid down his life for 

them. In their turn, the followers of Jesus know Jesus too. This is manifested in their knowledge 

of Jesus as one sent from God, having absolute faith in him, listening to his teaching, and being 

ready to do his will. Jesus thus departs from a principle of lordship over others, and sets an 

example of good leadership based on the principle of mutual knowledge. Such a principle of 

mutual knowledge could be adopted as a model principle of leadership in the contemporary 

Nigerian context. 

Mutual Knowledge as a Model Principle of Leadership in Nigeria 

Following from the above analysis, one may come to the realization that among the many 

problems of leadership in Nigeria, two major ones stand out: firstly, the fact that many leaders in 

Nigeria do not really know their followers through having a special relationship with them as 

their own people. If this kind of knowledge were there, many leaders would understand, accept 

and love their followers. They would care for them in their need, and become so committed to 

their followers that they would even be willing to die for them. Secondly, many followers simply 

do not know their leaders. They do not believe that they are God-sent to them. They have thus no 

faith in them that they can play good leadership roles on their behalf, especially given certain 
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negative antecedents in the political history of the country. The result is that since there is little 

or no mutual knowledge between the leaders and the led, each party seems to go its own way. 

Thus even with the best of intentions, not much progress can be achieved under such a 

circumstance, as it breeds mutual mistrust, suspicion, hatred, anger and fear. These and many 

more are at the root of the leadership problems in Nigeria.  

This situation of estrangement between the leaders and the led in Nigeria is much more 

prominent at the federal government level. At that level, most of the political and civil leaders 

are those who hardly know the true position of things in the country. Most of them are shielded 

from the real voices and yearnings of the masses. For so-called security reasons, once in office 

they are kept far from the people, and they make laws, dole out instructions and create policies 

for the entire country from the comforts of their air-conditioned offices. If they are to pay an 

official visit to any town, arrangements are quickly made to clean up the areas they will see, fill 

up pot holes on roads they will pass through, and generally give them a false impression of what 

the people want.  Because they lack contact with the people they lead, they lack knowledge of 

the people, and therefore do not lead them well. As a result, there are recurrent problems of 

leadership in the country. In relation to the above is the fact that many Nigerians do not know 

their leaders. Many of these leaders had shoot into limelight only upon receiving federal 

appointments such as ministers, or as presidential candidates. Largely unknown, people cannot 

assess them properly, and because they are afraid to lose elections, they rig themselves into 

office. The result is that people have no faith in them, and do not trust or support them. Indeed, 

people do not listen to their voice. Consequently in Nigeria, many past leaders are no statesmen, 

since people do not regard them as their leaders at all. Many of them actually flee even their 

local villages and towns and live elsewhere within or outside the country, for fear of attacks from 

the people they so claimed they loved while they were in office. 

Yet it is possible for leaders in Nigeria to lead well. This much is being played out during the 

current political dispensation in some states and local government areas. Some government 

leaders at these levels are admittedly showing that they know their people, and their people know 

them. Many of them, especially the younger leaders, are defying protocols and having 

interactions directly with the people, and making positive impacts in their lives. This may be 

because at the state and local government levels, there are possibilities that given the “our 

people”, “our person” and “our place” syndromes in Nigeria, a leader may be influenced by these 

factors to try to offer good leadership, while the people may, because they know the antecedents 

of a leader, have faith in him or her. Such a situation, which is currently emerging in some parts 

of Nigeria, should be highly encouraged, and these leaders set up as models for other leaders to 

emulate.  

Conclusion 

From the above survey of mutual knowledge between Jesus and his own in John 10:14-15 in 

relation to the Nigerian situation, it is obvious that Jesus was a good shepherd primarily because 

he regarded his flock as his own, and treated them as such, knowing them and their needs, and 

caring effectively for them. He did not act like those Israelite rulers condemned by the prophets. 

Rather, as a messianic shepherd, he cared for his flock, and did not lose any of them. He even 

went beyond the expected role of the messianic shepherd, by laying down his life for his sheep. 

This supreme example of Jesus the good shepherd who knows his sheep and is known by his 

sheep is recommended as a model for leadership in Nigeria. Indeed, the principle of mutual 

knowledge in leadership should be a goal towards which every leader and follower should strive. 
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“They will never follow a stranger” (John 10:5): Good Citizenship as Antidote for Bad 

Leadership in the Nigerian Context 

Teresa Okure 

Context and Scope of John 10:1-21 

John 10:1-21 has always been read from the standpoint of the shepherds or leaders. An 

impressive array of literature from the church fathers to the present reflect on Jesus as the good 

shepherd set against many bad shepherds in Scripture, church and society in diverse contexts and 

cultures. The Nigerian society and the church in Nigeria is no exception. The juxtaposition of 

Jesus as the good shepherd against the bad shepherds of his day conveys on the passage the 

character of promise fulfillment: Jesus, God-Word incarnate (John 1:1, 14) is the fulfillment of 

the promise God made in Ezekiel 34 that God would look after his exploited and scattered sheep 

himself, take them away from the bad shepherds and thus do these bad shepherds out of business. 

In the OT parabolic context, the bad shepherds are mainly the political leaders of Israel. God will 

address even the injustice between the fat and the lean sheep that hold other sheep in contempt 

by abusing public facilities (Ezek 34:17-22).  

Against this OT background, when Jesus refers to himself as the good (or beautiful) shepherd (ho 

poimēn ho kalos; John 10:11, 14), good and beautiful here are not simply qualities that can be 

put on and off;1 they convey an intrinsic characteristic or inner quality of God which Jesus, “the 

only begotten God” (John 1:18) embodies.2 They signify that everything Jesus, God Word 

Incarnate does is good and beautiful since he embodies the fullness of God’s glory and reveals or 

interprets God uniquely or without mediation.3 Only the good can come from only one who is 

good (“No one is good but God alone”; Mark 10:17-18). In the creation account of Genesis 1, 

God saw and found everything created to be good (and beautiful), because in its own way each 

creature embodies the imprint of the God who is good. After God’s creation of humanity (adam), 

male and female in the divine image and likeness (Gen 1:26-27), God found the entire work of 

creation to “be very good” (1:31), or climactically good, because unlike the other creatures, by 

God’s deliberative act of grace (“Let us make humanity”), humanity bore the imprint of divine 

goodness in a unique way. Secondly humanity, the greatest masquerade of God’s creation, was 

given charge over creation (1:28-29) to continue God’s work of looking after the earth. In the 

light of this passage from Ezekiel and God’s consistent promise of the Messiah throughout the 

Scriptures, the good shepherd, continues God’s work by looking after humans made in God’s 

own image and likeness to ensure that they attain the end for which God created them. 

Jesus’ open or public entry into the sheepfold registers his goodness, straightforwardness and 

honesty in dealing with the sheep: he enters the sheepfold by the gate; calls each sheep by name; 

leads them out into the open; surveys to ensure that they are all out; then goes ahead of them 

leading them to their needed pasture (10:1-4a). These activities portray the shepherd’s single 

                                                           
1 The Greek adjective kalos, means good as well as beautiful. 
2 The Greek here translated “only begotten God” is “monogenēs theos”. This is the more difficult reading selected 

by Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Gracae, 27th ed., and attested to by Ρ66, a most (if not the most) reliable end 

of second century (ca 200) source for the gospels; some manuscripts have (“only begotten son”). 
3 John 1:14 speaks of the divine glory that oozes forth from the God-Word become flesh; John 1:18 underscores 

Jesus’ uniqueness as God’s interpreter or revealer (exēgēsato) who remains separable from God in whose bosom or 

entrails he abides or is permanently and uninterruptedly in the Father’s life-centre (ho ōn [the one who is, present 

participle] eis ton kolpon tou patros). He reveals God by direct mediation or transmission in his entire life. To have 

seen him is to have seen the Father (John 14:6). 
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mindedness and authority (enabling power) towards the sheep; he has no hidden or ulterior 

motives. As the good shepherd concerned only for the sheep he has nothing to hide, no one to 

hide from and nothing to fear, because he is doing what is right by the sheep. The sheep on their 

part have confidence in the shepherd whose voice they know. In the first place, the sheep give 

the shepherd his identity or constitute him into being a shepherd, good or bad. The same applies 

in such other professions as farming (farm, farmer) and fishing (fish, fisher). Without the sheep 

there is no shepherd. The importance of the sheep in the narrative is capital. 

Jesus contrasts himself, the good shepherd with bad shepherds “who came before” him (phrase 

that has teased scholars for ages). Some scholars think the phrase refers to the OT prophets and 

John the Baptist. This can hardly be the meaning given the fidelity of the prophets to God’s 

message. In the Gospel context, they would refer to the Jewish leaders whose relationship with 

the man born blind, for instance, shows their concern only for their own interests. In the 

Johannine life situation they could refer to the false shepherds, the antichrists in John’s 

community, who usurp Christ’s place and work havoc in the community (cf. 1 John 2:18-28).4  

These bad shepherds are described in the singular as thief (kleptēs) and brigand (lēstēs) (v 8) 

and the hireling (ho misthōtos; v 12). These nouns also portray progressively the badness of the 

bad shepherds, even as Jesus’ goodness in caring for the sheep is progressively portrayed, ending 

in his readiness to lay down his life of his own free will for his sheep (vv 11, 15, 17). The thieves 

are kleptomaniacs. They pilfer here and there whatever they can lay hands on from the sheep. 

The brigands are like our current armed robbers. They (like the thieves) get to the sheep, not 

through the door, openly and directly (as the good shepherd does), but by the dubious method of 

climbing over the wall (v 1) to invade the sheepfold and waylay the sheep. Yet the sheepfold is 

where the sheep are supposed to be kept for protection, especially at night, when the shepherd is 

not with them. Thus they take the sheep unawares and unprotected and deal death to them: “They 

come only to kill and destroy” (v 10a). The hireling is a contracted worker; he or she works only 

for the wages, the pay or personal gain.5 He or she is certainly not interested in the sheep or 

prepared to die even for the pay. If the hireling has to choose between the pay and his/her life, he 

or she will choose life. They abandon the sheep to the wolves and run for dear life. The sheep for 

them are simply a means to gain a living, so life comes first.  

In the Nigerian and other contexts, these bad shepherds remind one of many church pastors 

today. The churches they found which should serve as sheepfold or even “home”,6 for God’s 

flock become the privileged place for exploiting the gullible people who go to them believing 

they are “men/women of God”, not knowing they are “wolves in sheep’s clothing” (Matt 7:15).7 

                                                           
4 For a lengthy discussion on this matter, see Teresa Okure, The Johannine Approach to Mission: A contextual Study 

of John 4:1-42; WUNT 2/31 (Tübingen: JCB Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988), 241-270.  
5 Intrinsic to the noun misthotos is the idea of working for gain or recompense and so forth. The noun is coined from 

misthos “wage” or what one receives as a recompense for work done; e.g., “the reaper receives his/her wage” 

(misthon; John 4:36). Though the regular word for a “hireling” is misthios, the term misthotos used here registers 

more the idea of working for personal gain than simply being a hired worker. A “wage worker” might be the closest 

translation. 
6 On the “synagogue” precursor of “church” as “home for the people, see Philip Birnbaum, Encyclopedia of Jewish 

Concepts (New York: Hebrew Publishing Company, 1995), 81-82. 
7 The Greek word “church” (Greek ekklesia; Heb. qahal) is the gathering of God’s people. In the NT it signifies 

God’s gathering or reconciling of believers Jews and Gentiles to the divine self as God’s own children and family 

with whom God shares the divine life in and through Christ. To do this God broke down the barriers separating them 

through the blood of Jesus on the cross (Ephesians 2). Jesus promised the drawing of all humanity to himself as the 
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This type of pasturing is arguably the fastest growing industry today, what some have tagged 

“pastorpreneurship”; no capital is required to start this business; a bible and a church (or even an 

open space) and slot in the media is sufficient. Accountability is only to oneself. While the 

robbers deal death and destruction to the sheep; the hirelings “wage workers” make a living out 

of the sheep. The net result for the sheep is the same, exploitation and diminishment unto death. 

The above is a brief summary of the scope of the good shepherd discourse. Previous studies, 

focused on the role of the shepherds in the passage, and with good reason. This current study, 

however, calls for attention on the sheep themselves. The argument is that a close attention to 

what Jesus says both in the parable and in the explanation about the sheep and their reaction to 

the bad shepherds leads one to conclude that the sheep have a capital role to play to foil the 

actions of the bad shepherds, by being on their guard against them. Concretely they hear and 

know the voice of their shepherd as he calls them by name and leads them out of the sheepfold (v 

3); one out they follow the shepherd to pasture (v 4) because they know his voice; which is why 

they followed him out of the sheepfold in the first place. If the sheep (the people) do this in the 

Nigerian and other context, parabolically speaking, they will inevitably curb, if not entirely stop 

the proliferation of bad shepherds/leaders and foil their activities. This is the rationale for the title 

of this reflection: good citizenship as antidote to bad leadership. Let us now examine this passage 

in greater detail starting with an examination of key terms in used in the topic. 

Unpacking the Terms 

Antidote. When I was toying with all kinds of key words for the topic of this work, namely, 

recipe, role, antidote (etcetera) the word “antidote” kept dominating; I finally looked it up in the 

Merriam Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary.8 There I found to my satisfaction that antidote 

(from the Latin antidotum; Greek: antidotes) is “a remedy to counteract the effects of poison; 

something that relieves, prevents or counteracts” bad situations “(e.g., antidote to the 

mechanization of our society)”. For our purposes, the term refers to the “mechanization” and 

subterfuge of bad leaders in the society. Good citizens can stem the tide and activities of these 

bad leaders by assuming their responsibilities as citizens. 

Citizen and stranger. Who is a citizen? Who is a stranger in any given nation or system of 

government? Can a stranger to a group become a leader in that group? A citizen is essentially 

one who belongs by right of birth or naturalization to a nation; such a one is a political person 

(polites) with rights, privileges and responsibilities; and not a stranger (allotrios; John 10:5) who 

consequently has no such rights.9 In human societies, numbers one, two or three citizens, and so 

forth, are generally the leaders; they occupy the numbers one, two and three posts in the country; 

the same in the church or in any organisation. To occupy these leadership positions, they must be 

citizens, not strangers. The rationale is that as leaders they are presumed to have the interest of 

the nation and the people at heart, not be of double mind or interest. Citizenship is a criterion 

becoming a leader. This parable, however, invites us to rethink the link between citizenship and 

leadership, with special reference to good citizens, vis-à-vis bad leaders. In the Gospel 

perspective the thieves, brigands and hireling are all strangers to the sheep, even if they are of the 

same nationality, because they do not have the interest of the sheep in mind, as we see below. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
fruit of his passion, death and resurrection; or in Johannine terms, the fruit of his being lifted up and glorified 

(hysōthēnai/doxasthēnai, John 12:32 cf. 3:14; 14:3). God not humans are at the center of the gathering. 
8 See Webster’s II New Collegiate Dictionary (Boston; New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999). 
9 The term “allotrios” used in John 10:5 means, another, the other, foreigner, enemy, stranger or (as adjective), 

belonging to another. The term allogenes signifies the same but has the idea of being born elsewhere inherent in it. 
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If a stranger is one who does not belong to the nation, then a stranger in government would be 

one who occupies a post of leadership but does not share in the ethos and spirit of the group or 

nation led; the purpose for which the person took office in the first place. In the light of the 

parable in John 10:1-6, the bad shepherds are strangers because they lack the ethos of 

shepherding; they have no interest in the sheep/people; and do not share the ideology that is 

intrinsic to being a citizen. Leaders and shepherds emerge from the citizenry. Both citizens and 

leaders have the duty to seek the good of the nation and the people. What Paul says in Romans 

about descent from Abraham might shed light on this point: It is not just any person who is born 

a Jew who is a real Jew or a descendant of Abraham but one who shares Abraham’s faith in 

God’s promise (Rom 2:28-29; 4:1-17). The Johannine Jesus says the same about the hardhearted 

Jewish leaders and Pharisees; by seeking to kill him, they demonstrate that they are not 

Abraham’s children; because they do, not the works of Abraham, but of their father the devil 

(John 8:39-40). In John 10:5 the stranger is not one who is so by birth or nationality (allo genes, 

born elsewhere), but a citizen who by his/her bad conduct and the way they relate to others, 

particularly those they lead, merit the designation stranger, thieves and brigands because they 

lack in their hearts the interest of the people and the nation. 

The parabolic nature of John 10:1-21 (where the parable in vv 1-6 is explained in vv 7-21), 

justifies the use of the passage to study good citizenship and bad leadership, through the referents 

of sheep and shepherds. The parable (paroimia) is a veiled way of speaking that engages the 

hearer to searches for the real meaning.10 In the text, the real meaning of Jesus’ parable is hidden 

from the Judeans or Jews, especially the Pharisees whom he addresses. They heard the parable 

but could not make head or tail out of what Jesus said precisely because they are strangers to his 

voice, his sphere of reality or world of values and specifically his manner of relating to the sheep 

(v 6). As Jesus says later in this chapter, the audience generally, mostly the Jewish leaders, do 

not hear or know his voice because they are not his sheep (10:26). 

 

The Good Sheep: John 10:1-21 in Relation to John 9 

After the cure of the man born blind (John 9:1-41), Jesus immediately tells the parable of the 

good and bad shepherd (vv 1-6) which he then explains in relation to himself (vv 7-21, including 

the people’s response to the cure). Structurally, the passage belongs in time and place to the story 

of the man born blind (John 9) whom Jesus gives sight, something that has never been heard of 

since the foundation of the world (9:25). This cure is God’s own type of work revealed in and 

through Jesus (9:1-3). The good shepherd discourse ends with the same crowd that had witnessed 

the cure declaring that Jesus’ authenticity and claims should be judged by this criterion of his 

opening the eye of the man born blind (John 10:21). This unity of place and audience requires 

that John 9:1-41 and 10:1-21 be taken a unit consisting of an action (ch. 9) and a commentary on 

the action (ch. 10); the commentary itself consists of a parable (10:1-6) and an explanation of the 

parable (10: 7-21).  

                                                           
10 The term is here different from the more common parabolē used in the Synoptic Gospels. Inherent in the term 

parabole is the idea of placing one thing alongside another (from the Greek para ballein). The use of paroimia here 

underscores the hidden nature of what Jesus said (it is hidden from the leaders who have made themselves outsiders 

to Jesus’ voice and ways, as Jesus explains in10:25; cf. Matt 13:10-15, 35).  See further discussion on this, Teresa 

Okure, “‘I will open my mouth in parables’ (Matt 13:35): A Case for a Gospel-Based Biblical Hermeneutics”. NTS 

46/3 (July 2000): 445-463. 
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The good/beautiful sheep 

The good shepherd discourse as earlier said is usually studied from the view point of the 

shepherds/leaders: the thieves, brigands/bandits and hirelings/wage workers. These are 

contrasted with Jesus, the good or beautiful shepherd. Since the sheep that foil the plans of the 

bad shepherds are the only type of sheep mentioned in this passage, it is necessary to read the 

passage also from their perspective as the good and beautiful sheep. The shepherds act 

individuals in the passage (thief, brigand, hireling o good shepherd) but the sheep act as a body. 

Sheep by nature move and act together for their good, perhaps more so than any other animals 

that move in flocks. Interestingly the noun sheep itself is a collective noun.  

Sheep are by nature symbols of innocence because they are guileless, even stupid (as in the 

saying, “to follow sheepishly”); they are very dependent and not cunning (like the fox). If one 

sheep crosses the road in front of an oncoming vehicle, the rest instead of turning back to avoid 

getting killed will act by their followership instinct and follow the one that crossed the road. 

Perhaps that is why, if a sheep strays, the shepherd feels bound to leave the ninety nine in the 

desert to go after the lost one, for it is not of the nature of sheep to stray (i.e., separated from the 

fold), and get lost unless something unusual happens to it. Goats by contrast can survive by 

themselves; they are very resourceful. It is therefore ironic that at the last judgment (Matt 25:31-

46) the sheep represent those who acted wisely and justly towards their needy neighbours by 

giving Jesus in them food, drink, clothing and shelter, while the goats who have a propensity and 

a capacity to fend for themselves symbolize those who did not caring for the needy and so are to 

be cast out. 

In John 1:1-6 the seemingly or proverbially stupid sheep are not so stupid. They know a number 

of things: that they are sheep and who their shepherd is; consequently they resist the instinct to 

follow one who is not their shepherd; more, they run away from the foreign shepherd. They 

know that a shepherd is supposed to satisfy their needs, not feed on or exploit them. The 

shepherd gets his identity and raison d’être from the sheep, not the reverse. It is the sheep that 

constitute the office or profession of the shepherd. Those sheep that do not know their identity or 

who they belong to and what to expect of their shepherd, are in serious danger. They can easily 

follow a stranger wage worker who will abandon them to wolves and other predators because the 

person’s only interest is to make money out of them. Worse, they can follow a thief and a 

brigand who will feed on them. By refusing to follow the bad shepherds, by running away from 

them, the good sheep foil the plan and career of the bad, self-centered shepherd. Good sheep, 

good shepherd. Sheep deprive bad shepherds of the office of shepherding. 

Jesus says that his sheep know his voice. A voice is different from what it actually says. Voice 

signifies a person’s identity. If we hear somebody’s voice, we know the person is around, even 

without hearing what the person is actually saying. The duty of the sheep in regard to the 

shepherd is to discern, know the true nature of their shepherd; this is signified by their knowing 

his voice. It is because the sheep do this that they are able to refuse to follow, obey or be moved 

out by the stranger’s voice. Quite the contrary, they run away from the stranger for they sense 

danger. They know their needs; they sense when danger comes. They know that to follow a 

stranger is bad for them, and so forth. We hear the verb “know” against its Semitic background. 

The verb entails intimate, life-giving relationship or experience.11 It grows from personal contact 

and matures into self-giving love as Jesus declares in verse 15 (“I lay down my life for my 

                                                           
 11 Intimacy in marriage best explains the meaning of the knowledge in question (cf. Hos 2:22-25). 
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sheep”). Jesus says further in John 17:3, “Eternal life is knowing you, the one true God and Jesus 

Christ whom you have sent to bring life”. In this passage the knowledge is mutual: Jesus knows 

the sheep and the sheep know him (v 14); just as Jesus knows the Father and the Father known 

him, most intimately because he abides in the Father’s bosom (1:18). 

Shepherds in relation to the sheep 

The good shepherd is good in relation to the sheep; the bad shepherd is bad in relation to the 

ship; the one whether he lives for the sheep and allows the needs of the sheep to determine where 

he goes; the other whether he uses/abuses the sheep at will or abandons them in the face of 

danger (the hireling); or further still whether their purpose from the beginning is to steal, rob, kill 

deprive the sheep of their rightful owner and entitlement to being shepherded and use them at 

will: They come only to steal, kill plunder. The sheep have a natural instinct to run away from or 

resist following such a shepherd/leader. The good and beautiful shepherd puts self totally at the 

service of the sheep in broad daylight, and allows the sheep to come in and go out at will, that is, 

enjoy absolute freedom with respect to himself.12 The shepherd does not lord it over the sheep. 

Should one sheep abuse that freedom by going astray, perhaps by not paying attention to where 

the rest of the flock is going, the shepherd goes in search of it. Sheep move in flocks, they have a 

propensity to follow. It is not of their character not to follow. This too explains why the shepherd 

goes before/ahead of them, to lead the way. The shepherd cannot expect the sheep to go where 

he or she does not go. 

Jesus’ goodness as the shepherd finds its inimitable climax and concretisation in the Eucharist. 

He not only gives his body and blood as food and drink for his sheep, but lays it down in death 

and resurrection to defeat death by giving the sheep his own life in ever increasing measure and 

abundance (v10); to ensure that death has no power whatsoever to deprive them of this life. His 

willingness and readiness to lay down his life for his sheep of his own free will (vv 15-18) 

encapsulates the unique nature of his goodness as the good shepherd. It contrasts sharply with the 

activities of the thieves and brigands who exploit and kill the sheep. We are therefore not 

surprised that the Father loves in Jesus this unique and unparalleled expression of his goodness 

and love (v 17), “a charge” he received from the Father in the first place (v 18).  Here the saying 

is true: “Like father/mother like child”.  

John 9: Example of a Good Sheep, Antidote to Bad Shepherds 

John 10:1-21 is to read in the wider context of John 9:1-10:21. There is no change in scene; the 

characters are “the Jews” and “the Pharisees” (9:13, 15-17; 10:21).13 Since John 10:1-21 is a 

commentary on John 9, this episode on the curing of the man born blind provides a life situation 

at the level of Jesus (of John’s Gospel), of how the good sheep (the man born blind) deals with 

bad shepherds (the man’s parents and the Pharisees, leaders of the people). The parents treat him 

as if they were the hiring (they do not want to risk their life for him lest they be thrown out of the 

synagogue; that is, ostracized from the faith community).14 The leaders reject Jesus, a Carpenter 

                                                           
12 In relation to this Paul reminds the Galatians that when Christ freed us he really intended us to be free; hence they 

should not allow themselves to be subjected to slavery to the law by bad leaders (Gal 5:1-2). 
13 One notices a constant switch in the passage from the “Pharisees” from this point to “the Jews” in the rest of the 

passage. But since the scrutiny of the man born blind is done by the leaders, the two terms care interchangeable until 

we come back to the general audience in 10:21. 
14 Scholars starting from John Louis Martyn (History and Theology of the Fourth Gospel [New York: Harper and 

Row, 1968]) tend to read John 9:22 (that those who confess Jesus to be the Christ would be ejected from the 

Synagogue) as reflecting an alleged situation in the Johannine community whereby Christians were formally ejected 
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from Nazareth, on the grounds that he breaks the Sabbath (9:13, 16, 24), the most sacred of 

Jewish institutions dating back to creation and kept by God himself (Gen 2:2-3).15 But the man 

refuses to be cajoled or threatened by the leaders into accepting that Jesus is “not from God”, 

based on the evidence of his own eyes: “I was blind, now I see” (v 25) He uses his physical cure 

to refute and thus expose the subterfuge of the leaders. When the leaders fail to beat him on 

theological and common sense grounds, they perform a climatic act of bad leaders by physically 

throwing him out of the synagogue (vv 26-34).    

The blind man’s actions as a good sheep/citizen deserve closer attention. Jesus took the initiative 

to begin the process of his cure. This action was to make manifest God’s work and his glory (v 

3). After that the man took over completely, became in charge of the situation till Jesus finds him 

again after he had been thrown outside by the leaders. Progressively, the man obeyed Jesus’ 

voice to go and wash in the pool of Siloam (v 7). When the crowd debated his identity after the 

cure, he assured them that he was the same person (v 9), and told them how he had received his 

sight: by doing as Jesus bid him (v 11). Taken to the Pharisees because the cure meant breaking 

the Sabbath, he fearlessly repeated in detail the story of his cure (v 15). Perplexed and divided 

among themselves over Jesus’ authenticity (v 16) for performing the cure on the Sabbath (he not 

simply cured by word of mouth, but made mud with spittle to put on the man’s eyes, a work 

forbidden on the Sabbath; vv 3, 10), the leaders sought the man’s opinion (v 17); he boldly and 

fearlessly told them Jesus was “a prophet” (v 17). His reason being, as he explains later, that 

Jesus could not have done what he did “unless God was with him” (vv 30-34). Thus he plays 

back to them their traditional theology that God only answers the prayer of good people, not of 

sinners. 

In the story the cured man stands firm alone because he personally benefited from Jesus’ cure. 

He probably did not know Jesus before (in verse 11 he refers to him as “the man called Jesus”), 

but he knew this man had opened his eyes, something that had never happened since the 

beginning of the world. His staunch conviction and ability to resist the arguments and threats of 

the leaders, even challenging the inconsistency between their theology and their response to 

Jesus, rests on his personally benefiting from Jesus’ cure. Jesus like the good shepherd had sent 

him to a green pasture. He had listened to Jesus’ voice in faith; had gone; washed and was able to 

see. It is not clear whether he had heard the discussion between Jesus and his disciples when 

Jesus explained that his blindness from birth was not due to his or his parents’ sins but was 

intended to be an action by which God would be glorified. If he did not hear this conversation, 

his faith in Jesus is all the more striking.   

Clearly this blind man has demonstrated what a good sheep can do when faced with selfish, self-

centered legalistic shepherds/leaders who distort the truth. When they threw him outside Jesus 

went to look for him and revealed himself to him as the Messiah. In a way he made him one of 

the sheep not of his fold that he must bring home so that they too might listen to his voice and 

there might be “one fold and one shepherd” (10:16). Jesus has the last commentary on the entire 

episode (John 9:40-41). He has come into the world so that those who wish to see might come to 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
from the Synagogue after the so called Council of Jamnia in AD 70 with the “decree” of Birkat ha-Minim (a curse 

on the heretics). This theory dies hard but lacks solid historical evidence to back it. Some Jews scholars have 

protested against this interpretation of Jamnia.  
15 During the time of Jesus, Jewish rabbis believed the Sabbath pre-existed; perhaps under the influence of Platonic 

philosophy with its worldview of the perfect form of things existing in the invisible world with only copies on earth. 

The invisible world for the Jews was heaven. This is the worldview of the author of the letter to the Hebrews. 
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him for sight, whether they are born blind or believe they see. Without the kind of sight he gives, 

people remain blind. The irony here is that the so called leaders themselves stand in need of 

being made to see by Jesus, the light of the world (9:5; cf. 1:5). Jesus’ shepherding excludes no 

one. People exclude themselves by refusing to admit their blindness and taking the necessary 

step to be given sight by him. The courage to stand firm in acknowledging the truth wherever it 

is found, is a key action that good citizens must take whether or not they are Christians. 

John 9:1-10:21 in the Nigerian Context  

The man born blind knew what was for his good, based on his life-experience. He knew who 

among the leaders (Jesus and the Pharisees) took his interest to heart. His concern was not about 

leadership in the vague, or what the leadership teaches theoretically or promises abstractly; but 

how their actions impacted his life. This is capital for good followership. How discerning is the 

followership, the citizens in choosing and following their leaders? How well do they know the 

leaders they vote into office to lead them? Knowledge of the leaders cannot be limited to the 

time of elections. The “man called Jesus” has a name which means “saviour”. Names are not 

neutral; they betray the inner character of a person. Furthermore, when Jesus cured the man, he 

left him entirely free; he sought no personal benefit from the man. 

In the parable the sheep know their rights or what is good for them; they refuse to follow 

strangers. Do our people know their rights? Do they know that the leaders are their servants and 

should be accountable to them on how they lead? With what mentality do they operate towards 

government: with the mentality of citizens or with the colonial and military mentality that sees 

government as benefactor and citizens as beneficiaries of their benevolence? In a truly 

democratic regime, the leaders regard themselves as the humble servants of the people who elect 

them to office; they hold themselves accountable to the people by concretely meeting their 

needs, not just on paper or in the media guided by the very leaders to continue to fool the people. 

In a military as in the colonial regime, the citizens, owners of the land are reduced (or allow 

themselves) to be reduced to the status of servants of the leaders. Instead of demanding for their 

rights, they lobby for favours, carrying all kinds of gifts to those in power to solicit favours from 

them. Bad sheep breed and encourage bad shepherds/leaders.  

The masses like the sheep may be stupid, seemingly powerless and so forth. An African proverb 

cited at the Second African Synod that got into the Message of the Synod says: “An army of well 

organized ants can bring down an elephant”.16 Citizens who know their rights; make a collective 

and determined effort to stand up to those rights; who refuse to allow themselves to be bought 

and sold by self-serving politicians and church leaders/pastors will, by their very refusal to 

follow these strangers leaders (in the sense described earlier in this study) bring to an end the 

existence of bad leadership. The people will hold the leaders accountable, not only while these 

leaders are running for election, but also and most importantly throughout their terms of office. 

Their vigilance will ensure that the leaders keep their electoral promises and undertake activities 

that promote the welfare of the citizenry, of which they too are a part. Sycophancy will be ruled 

out; false or deceitful display of projects on television, paid praise singers of government in 

government owned media will be reduced, if not eliminated. The sheep who lack knowledge of 

                                                           
16 Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, “The Church in Service to Reconciliation, Justice and 

Peace: “You are the salt of the earth . . . You are the light of the world” (Matt 7: 13, 14)”, Vatican City 4-25 October 

2009; Message no. 15. The Message of the Synod was issued before the publication of the Post-Synodal Exhortation 

of Benedict XVI, Africae Munus. Africa’s Commitment to Christ (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2010).  
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the strength in their collective power and who are ignorant that without them there would be no 

leaders play into the hands of the leaders. 

The man born blind was able to say, one thing I know: that I was blind, now I see. He would not 

have received his sight had Jesus not taken the initiative to make God’s work manifest in him 

and so reveal God’s glory. In a way it could be said that majority, if not all the citizens in 

Nigeria, are born blind as far as the democratic system of governance is concerned. Nigeria has 

celebrated its fiftieth anniversary of Independence. The colonial rule started before 1914 when 

Nigeria became a nation. In 1914, we will be celebrating the anniversary of the amalgamation of 

the Northern and southern protectorates to form one nation, Nigeria. This means that most, if not 

all citizens of this country grew up under the colonial rule which after the Nigerian Independence 

became a nation ruled by the military, by decree, not be democratic processes. Many Nigerians 

then including the leaders have the military or colonial mindset towards government. The church 

is not exempt from this since churchmen and women breathe the same political cultural air as the 

politicians. 

Yet Jesus remains the way, the truth and the life. People of other faiths can espouse the values of 

liberation that Jesus, God’s Gospel, brings to the whole humanity by discerning truth from 

falsehood and refusing to serve falsehood under any guise instead of the truth. This means 

ultimately that the citizenry of this nation as of other nations owe it to themselves, the nation and 

their children to uphold the truth and resist the temptation to allow their freedom and rights to be 

bought over by cheap money bags, especially during elections. Such money bags are indirect 

way of exploiting and cheating the people. Once those who offer such money are in power, they 

will take back doubly whatever money they ploughed into paying for the elections. The 

electorate or citizenry have the duty and responsibility to monitor their activities to ensure that 

they do not siphon the wealth of the nation or state or sidetrack in government those who 

challenge and call them to accountability.  

Unity is crucial in this matter, the unity of the flock of sheep. If the sheep, the followership make 

up their mind to abide by the truth; to act by the truth, no matter what, the leaders will have 

nobody to exploit. Rather they will sit up knowing that only a genuine concern for the people, 

one that is felt by the people themselves, will keep them in power. Unlike the leaders in Gospel 

episodes examined in this study, these political leaders will not be able to throw out the whole 

people since, whether they like it or not, they depend on the votes of the people to stay in power. 

The citizenry also needs to watch out for those tale bearers among them who sacrifice the truth to 

curry favour from the leaders. They need to guard against internal division among them caused 

by ethnicism, nepotism, partisanship and even religion. 

Finally, the church whether it likes it or not has the permanent mandate from God to continue 

Jesus’ mission of giving sight to the blind, setting free captives and empowering the weak to 

enjoy God’s general amnesty to creation (Luke 4:18-19, a passage which compares with John 

10:10 in its scope of liberation for all) effected through Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection. 

And take up their lives and live, as the man born blind did. The church, all believers, will do this, 

not merely ritually or by prayers without action, but by equipping the people in every way 

possible to resist dictatorship of all kinds. Through six years of systematic grassroots 

enlightenment of their rights, Cardinal Singh of the Philippines equipped the people to muster 

their collective will and power (what the media haled as “people power”) to overthrow the 

dictator Marcos of the Philippines. This is a clear case in our time that when the citizens are 
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united with integrity and with one mind in the pursuit of the common good, there is no mountain 

they, like a well organized army of ants, will not be able to pull down. 

We may conclude this study then as we started, that good citizenship can serve as antidote to bad 

leadership. In the last analysis, the people in government come from the citizenry. This 

constituency, therefore, is important not only for monitoring those in power and holding them 

accountable to the people. Good citizenry is crucial for producing good leaders. Civil 

organizations can do much to salvage the situation of bad leadership in the nation if they 

themselves are above board in their own internal organizations. If the people want, they will 

wash themselves clean of all the underhand businesses that continue to blind them and breed and 

feed bad governance the nation. Christians in particular will be empowered to see and stand their 

ground, as the man born blind did, led by Jesus, the good shepherd who laid down his life for his 

sheep, to give to all humanity life in ever greater abundance.  They will follow Jesus God’s gift 

to humanity who is no stranger, but the good shepherd who by leading them to pasture will help 

them to put an end to bad leadership. 
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The Leader and the Led: A Survey of 1 Timothy 3:1-7 

Victor Onwukeme 

Introduction 

There are three epistles of Paul – two to Timothy and one to Titus; and they are often read 

together. In 1726, P. Anton described these letters as pastoral because they direct Paul’s 

associates, Timothy and Titus, pastorally to shepherd the Churches entrusted to them. Special 

authority was given to Timothy and Titus as hands were imposed on them in order to ensure they 

do  their job adequately, guiding the flock gently where possible, and sternly if need be.1 Thus 

authority and structure dominate in these pastorals. 

The text (1 Tim 3:1-7) talks about qualifications of bishops, qualifications that will make them 

good leaders. But I think that this text can be applied to anyone entrusted with public office, be 

they presidents, prime ministers, governors, ministers, senators, teachers, even parents, to 

mention but a few. The terms used in this text are episkopos which means an overseer, diakonos 

which means a minister or a servant and presbyteros, which means an elder. The bishop 

represents God and is the final authority in communal teaching and leadership. The scope of this 

work is to analyse and interpret the above text and apply it to the Nigerian situation. 

Two of the pastorals (1 Tim and Titus) can be called administrative or mandate letters. In this 

type of letter, an official writes to a subordinate about to assume administrative duties in order to 

instruct him/her on the proper attitude. All the three are concerned with establishing a continuity 

of faith in Pauline tradition, in the face of dissident teachings (1 Tim 6,20-21; 2 Tim 1,13-14; 

Titus 1,9; 2,1). Since so much of the pastorals (1 Tim and Titus) concerns communal order, one 

would expect Paul to address the Churches as well as their leaders. 

Analysis of the Qualities of a Leader: 1 Tim 3,1-7 

1 Tim 1,1: The saying is sure: Whoever desires bishopric, desires a noble task. 

The text opens by stating that the desire to be bishop is a noble desire. Bishop Amatu of Okigwe 

Diocese was once asked if he desired to be a bishop and he said: Catechism of the Catholic 

Church asks: Should we be eager to receive the sacraments of the Church? And the Catechism 

itself gives the answer: Yes, we should be desirous and eager to receive the sacraments of the 

Church. Inasmuch as one should not be obsessed with higher office in the Church or state, 

appropriate persons should be encouraged to undertake the task of supervising the community of 

the faithful.2  

 1 Timothy 1:2-7: It is necessary for the bishop to be above reproach (anepilēmptos), a man of 

one marriage (mias gunaikos andra), he should be temperate (nephalios), self-controlled 

(sōphronos), well-behaved (kosmios), hospitable (philoxenos), an apt teacher (didaktikos). So the 

text notes that it is necessary for the bishop to be above reproach anepilēmptos. Not a drunkard, 

not violent but gentle, not querrelsome and not a lover of money. He must manage his own 

household well, keeping his children submissive and respectful in every way. For if someone 

does not know his own household, how can he take care of God’s Church. He must not be a 

recent convert or he may be puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. 

                                                           
1 V. Onwukeme, Being All Things to All People (Iperu-Remo, Ambassador Pub. 2008), 197. 
2 P. Perkins, ‘Pastoral Letters’ in Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2003), 

1435. 
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Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace and the 

snare of the devil.  

The overseer should be a man of one marriage (mias gunaikos andra). Some take this expression 

to mean that the leader must be a married man. For others, a Christian leader cannot marry a 

second time after divorcing his first wife or even after his wife has perished. In a world where 

even the highest places were soaked with immorality, with a lot of divorce going on, the 

Christian Church must demonstrate the stability and the sanctity of the Christian marriage.3 

Given the rampant divorce at the time, the text emphasizes that the bishop must not have been 

married more than once. The actual meaning is that the man should be a loyal husband, 

persevering in marriage. 

It was normal for a Jew to marry more than one wife. Josephus, the Jewish historian writes: By 

ancestral custom a man can live with more than one wife (Antiquities of the Jews; 17; 1.2). In 

Justin’s discussion with a Jew, it is written: It is possible for a Jew even now to have four or five 

wives’ (Dialogue with Trypho, 134). The situation was not different in the Roman world. Ovid 

and Pliny had three wives; Ceasar and Anthony had four; Sulla and Pompey had five; Herod had 

nine; Cicero’s daughter, Tullia had three husbands. Emperor Nero was the third husband of 

Poppaea and the fifth husband of Statilla Messalina. 

The Jews had the highest ideals of marriage. They had the belief that marriage was made in 

heaven. In the marriage between Isaac and Rebecca it is said: Then Laban and Bethuel 

answered: The thing comes from the Lord; we cannot speak to you anything bad or good. Look, 

Rebecca is before you, take her and go, and let her be the wife of your master’s son, as the Lord 

has spoken (Gen 24:50). This implies that the marriage was arranged by God. Along the same 

line, Prov 19:14 says: A prudent wife is from the Lord. In Tob 6:17 it is written concerning 

Tobias and Sarah: Fear not for she was prepared for you from the beginning. A Rabbi once said: 

God sits in heaven arranging marriages.4 The surprising thing is that the Jews believed that 

marriage was arranged by God and yet a man could easily divorce his wife but not vice versa. 

As noted above, the situation in the Roman world was not different from the scene described 

above. According to Roman law, the wife had no rights. Cato said: If you were to take your wife 

in adultery, you could kill her with impunity, without any court judgment; but if you were 

involved in adultery, she would not dare to lift a finger against you, for it is unlawful.5 Things 

grew so bad and marriage grew so irksome, that in 131 BC a well-known Roman called Metellus 

Macedonicus made a statement which Augustus afterwards quoted: If we could do without wives, 

we would be rid of that nuisance. But since nature has decreed that we can neither live 

comfortably with them, nor live at all without them, we must look rather to our permanent 

interests than to passing pleasure. 

The Church, gives a regulation for her leaders, bishops should not marry more than once 

indicating they should dissociate themselves from the rampant divorce. The Church’s theology 

and regulations on marriage draw heavily upon society’s view on marriage. There is a move 

from a contractual model of marriage to a personalistic and covenantal one. The language of 

covenant, fidelity, and conjugal love is replacing that of the right of the married partners to one 

another’s body.     

                                                           
3 W. Barclay, The Letters to Timothy, Titus & Philemon (Bangalore: Theological Pub., 2006), 79. 
4 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 76. 
5 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 77. 
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Our text uses various adjectives to define a good leader – nephalios which means sober, 

temperate but could equally denote watchfulness and vigilance and in 1 Tim 3:3 we have 

paroinos means addicted to wine, but it could equally mean quarrelsome and violent. The point 

being made here is that the Christian leader must be vigilant and not indulge in wine since this 

would lessen his Christian vigilance or soil his Christian conduct. The Christian leader must be 

sober and he must not over-indulge in wine. According to medical experts, alcohol (although a 

little of it is good for health 1 Tim 5:23) destroys brain cells which are not replaceable. 

In the ancient world, wine was continually used. Where the water supply was very inadequate 

and sometimes dangerous, wine was the most natural dink. Wine cheers the hearts of gods and 

mortals (Judg 9:13). Wine is given to those whose hearts are heavy (Prov 31:6). Danger comes to 

the man who looks at wine when it is red (Prov 23:29-35). There are terrible stories of what 

happened to people who over-indulge in wine. There is the case of Noah (Gen 9:18-27); of Lot 

(Gen 19:30-38); of Amnon (2 Sam 13:28-29). Although the ancient world used wine as the 

commonest of all drinks, it used it most abstemiously. A drunkard was disgraced even in a pagan 

society, the more reason this was shunned in a Christian assembly. 

Diogenes Laertius (7,116-126) gives us the Stoic description of a leader. He must be married; he 

must be without pride; he must be temperate; and he must combine prudence of mind with 

excellence of outward behaviour. A writer called Onosander puts it this way: He must be 

prudent, self-controlled, sober, frugal, enduring in toil, intelligent, without love of money, 

neither young nor old, if possible, the father of a family, able to speak competently, and of good 

reputation. The summary of the statement above is that a leader should be someone free of public 

censure. He must be of fine character and if you like be above criticism. He should be 

irreproachable, unable to be found fault with.  

Two important adjectives which must characterise the Christian leader are: He must be prudent 

(sōphron)6 and well-behaved (kosmios). Sōphrōne is a way of thinking which saves. The man or 

woman who is sōphrōn thinks sensibly, showing self control. Such a person goes through life 

and perils of the world, feeling love, joy, and the like. Such a person saves the imminent evil 

from coming to be. E. F. Brown cites in illustration of  sōphrōnē a prayer of Thomas Aquinas, 

which asks for a quieting of all our impulses, fleshly and spiritual. The man who is sōphrōn has 

every part of his nature under perfect control, since he is a man in whose heart Christ reigns 

supreme.7  

The synoyme of sōphrōn is kosmios which means well-behaved. If a man is kosmios in his outer 

conduct, it is because he is sōphrōn in his inner life. Kosmios means orderly, honest and 

decorous. In Greek it has two special usages: it is commonly used to describe the person who is a 

good citizen. Plato defines the person who is kosmios as the citizen who is quiet, a person in 

                                                           
6 It connotes of sound mind, discreet, self-controlled, chaste, having complete control over sensual desires. The 

Greek derived it from two words which mean to keep one’s mind safe and sound. The corresponding noun is 

sōphrosumē. It is the opposite of intemperance and lack of self-control. Plato defines it as the mastery of pleasure 

and desire. Aristotle defines it as that power by which the pleasures of the body are used as law commands. Philo 

says that it has to do with a certain limiting and ordering of the desires which eliminates those which are external 

and excessive, and which adorns those which are necessary with timeliness and moderation. Pythagoras asserted that 

it was the foundation on which the soul rests. According to Iamblichus, it is the safeguard of the most excellent 

habits in life. For Euripides, it was the fairest gift of God. Taylor called it reason’s girdle and passion’s bridle. 

Trench describes sōphrosumē as the condition of the entire command over the passions and desires, so that they 

receive no further allowance than that which the law and right reason admit and approve.  
7 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 81. 
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whose character all things are harmoniously integrated.8 The leader of the Church must be one 

whose instinct is under control.  

Hospitality 

The Christian leader must be philoxenos (hospitable). This is a quality on which the NT lays a lot 

of emphasis. Paul advises that episcopos should be hospitable. In Rom 12:13 he exhorts the 

Romans to practise hospitality ungrudgingly to one another. Peter gives similar advice (1 Pet 

4:9). In the Shepherd of Hermas, one of the early Christian writings lays down this principle: The 

episcopos must be hospitable, a man who gladly and at all times welcomes into his house the 

servants of God. The Christian leader must be a man with an open heart and an open house.  

The ancient world was very careful of the rights of guests. In the Christian Church, there were 

wandering teachers and preachers who needed hospitality. There were also many slaves with no 

homes of their own to whom it was a great privilege to have the right of entry to a Christian 

home. It was of the greatest blessing that Christians should have Christian homes ever open to 

them in which they could meet like-minded people to themselves. In our world today, there are 

still many strangers who are looking for a home. 

Our text equally says that the Christian leader must possess an aptitude for teaching. The finest 

and most effective teaching is done not by speaking but by being. Even the man with no gift of 

words can teach, by living in such a way that in him men see the reflection of the master. A saint 

is someone in whom Christ lives again. Paul VI says that modern man needs more witnesses than 

teachers and if they listen to teachers, it is because they are first and foremost witnesses. 

Not violent or quick-tempered 

The Christian leader must not be one who assaults others plēktēs (a striker). That this instruction 

was not unnecessary is seen in one of the very early regulations of the Apostolic Canons: A 

bishop, a priest or a deacon who smites the faithful when they err, or the unbelievers when they 

commit offence, and desires to terrify them, should be deposed; for nowhere has the Lord taught 

us this. ‘When he was reviled, he did not revile in return. When he was smitten, he smote not 

back. When he suffered he did not threaten anyone’ (1 Pet 2,23). The fact remains that 

blustering, bullying, irritable, bad-tempered speech or action were forbidden because they were 

rampant at the time, since laws are made for abuse. 

Gentle, Forbearing 

The Christian leader must be gentle and forbearing. The Greek adjective is epieikēs while the 

noun is epieikeia. Aristotle describes epieikeia as that which corrects justice and as that which is 

just and better than justice. It is that quality which corrects the law when the law errs because of 

its generality. Sometimes it is difficult to apply the strict letters of the law. According to Trench, 

it means keeping to the spirit of the law instead of its letter, the spirit which rectifies and 

redresses the injustice done. Aristotle describes in full the action of epieikeia as follows: to 

pardon human failings; to look to the law-giver, not to the law; to the intention, not to the action; 

to the whole, not to the part; to the character of the actor in the long run and not in the present 

moment; to bear being injured.  

Along the same line, the Christian leader must be peaceable (amachos). The Greek word means 

disinclined to fight. It denotes a person who is happy in his relationship with others. The real 

                                                           
8 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 81. 
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Christian leader wants nothing so much as he wants peace with his fellow-men and women. He 

must be aphilarguros which means, not greedy for money. The Christian leader must be free 

from the love of money. He should be someone who is able to manage his household well. From 

the above, there is some confidence that if he is able to take care of his home, then he can 

manage the Church of God well. Semnotēs is the Greek word used to denote that he should be 

someone serious and of proper conduct. Paul warns that such a leader must not be a new convert 

(neophutos) so that he may not be full of pride (tuphoomai) and fall into the reproach of the 

Devil. In the last verse, verse 7 Paul indicates that it is necessary that he has good testimony from 

outside, that is, that he be well thought of by outsiders so that he may not fall into disgrace or the 

trap of the Evil One.  

 Thus episcopos means overseer and this summarises the function of a bishop. He is the overseer 

of his diocese. He is the Church’s official administrator. The terms bishop and deacon equally 

appear in Phil 1:1. The extensive financial transactions between Paul and the Philippian Church 

(Phil 4:10-20; 2 Cor 11:9) raise the possibility that they were responsible for the material 

resources of the community just like the overseer in the Essene Community was (CD 14,12-16). 

The Essene overseer was also associated with the community. He worked hand in hand with his 

community through the Council. This may have provided the model for the relationship between 

the bishop and the faithful through the deacon which is assumed in the pastorals. 

 Obedience to legitimate Authority 

Paul exhorts the led to pray for their leaders. In 1 Tim 2:1-2 he says: First of all then I urge that 

supplications, prayers, intercessions and thanksgiving be made for everyone, for kings and all 

who are in high positions so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and 

dignity. 

For Paul, obedience to civil authorities should be taken as mandatory. In Rom 13:1-7 Paul calls 

on the led to subject themselves to the governing authorities for there is no authority except from 

God. According to Paul, those authorities that exist have been instituted by God and so ought to 

be obeyed. Thus, leaders are to lead in a selfless manner, while followers are to be docile, 

following willingly. Authorities are seen as divinely appointed and so they are God’s 

representatives. Even Christ acknowledged the authority of Pilate as coming from above (John 

19:11). He said to Pilate: You would have no power over me, had it not been given you from 

above. If leaders are divinely appointed and they represent God, they should be obeyed for the 

smooth running of the Church and state. 

Application 

Looking at the qualities of a leader discussed above, one can see that leadership here in Nigeria 

leaves much to be desired. Take the issue of hospitality, a leader is supposed to be hospitable, 

providing accommodation and other necessities of life for those under him as well as for 

strangers. In Matt 25:40 Christ says: Whatsoever, you do to the least of these who are members 

of my family, you did it to me. Pastoral letters have a lot to teach about leadership. Paul advises 

Timothy to be hospitable (1 Tim 3:2). He give the same advice to Titus (Tit 1:8). Peter says: 

Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling (1 Pet 4:9). Many people are aware of what 

happened during El Rufai’s regime when a lot of people lost their homes, shops and offices, 

without any compensation from the government. It is true that some of these were illegally 

constructed but that still does not justify government action of bulldozing the homes of its 

citizens and rendering a lot of them homeless. Many of them became like wandering Aramaens, 
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since they wandered from place to place in search of food, shelter and clothing. Even if the 

people did not have food, shelter and clothing, the government ought to have provided these for 

them; however, they had, but government came and destroyed them. What an irony! What an 

absurdity!  

We can take a glance at another quality of a leader. He must not be a man of violence, someone 

who is quick-tempered. He should not be a striker. Jesus was struck violently by a police 

standing nearby while he was being interrogated before Pilate (John 18:22). Jesus displayed 

meekness when he met violence. When his disciples saw the soldiers approaching, they asked 

him: Should we strike, one of them actually struck the slave of the high priest cutting off his 

right ear. But Jesus said: No more of this! And he touched his ear and healed him (Luke 22:49-

50). I recall in 1998 when John Paul II was to visit Nigeria, one woman gave testimony that she 

prayed fasted and did novena for 9 days in order to be able to catch a glimpse of the Holy Father. 

She came to Orba many days before the arrival of the Pope and she tried to sit at a very strategic 

place so that there was no way she would miss casting at least a glance at the Holy Father. As 

soon as the Pope landed, there was a mad rush. Some were struggling for a handshake, some to 

touch his clothes and others just to see him. The woman joined in the rush and in the midst of it 

all, she fell helplessly on the ground. As the Pope noticed her lying on the ground with people 

trampling on her, he went straight and lifted her up and gave her a kiss on the right and on the 

left cheeks and the woman took a deep breath. It was like: O, this is good! What a happy fall! I 

never expected what I got. I was only asking for a glance and I got embraces. What a great 

blessing! A few years afterwards Obasanjo was visiting Abia State and when he arrived, there 

was a mad rush from everywhere and the security men were using koboko to keep people away 

from him. Obasanjo collected koboko from the security men and began to flog the people, since 

the security men were being overpowered by the pulling crowd and the police were not flogging 

hard enough. What a contrast! The difference was Seven-Up. A leader should not be a striker, he 

should not be violent, he should not be quick-tempered. 

A leader should not be vulgar rather he should be gentle. A musician, Idris Abdul Karim once 

sang a piece in which he was trying to depict the lack of order in the country. He titled the music 

African China. The expression this musician used was Nigeria yaga yaga. Obasanjo banned the 

music, and responding to this musician spoke in the following words: Who say Nigeria yaga 

yaga, na im papa yaga yaga, na im mama yaga yaga. 

It is equally said that a leader should not be greedy for money. In Acts 8,18 Simon offered 

money to the apostles so that the apostles would confer the power to lay hands on Simon. But 

Peter’s response was: May your silver perish with you. Paul makes it clear that he is not working 

for money but his effort is to offer the Good News freely as he has received it freely (Matt 10:8; 

Acts 20:33). When it comes to our country, the question is, is there any of our leaders who is not 

greedy for money? In our country $628 million was spent on renovating one house. $5.2 billion 

was earmarked for rural electrification project and the money disappeared; and yet not one pole 

was standing, not a cable was raised. Spending heavily to get an elected position warrants 

recouping the losses incurred during the campaigns. People divert public fund and property to 

their private use. Bribery is knicknamed lobbying. Mr Vincent Ogbulafor has just been accused 

of diverting 2:3 billion naira illegally. Such terrible greed for money makes the image of our 

nation an apology to the comity of nations. This is equally found among many Church leaders 

today. 
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Paul exhorts the led to pray for their leaders, how many people practise this injunction of Paul? 

He highlights the importance of subjecting oneself to the legitimate authority. How many are 

able to do this? 

Conclusion 

The paper has analysed exegetically the chosen text and applied it to the Nigerian situation, 

indicating that we have a long way to go as far as good leadership as well as good followership 

are concerned. This is true not only in the state but also in the Church. Often times we hear the 

slogan, the problem with Nigeria is good leadership. It is not only good leadership but equally 

good followership. 
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Responsible Citizenship in a Distressed Society: Lessons from the 1 Peter 

Bernard Ukwuegbu 

Prolegomena to a Discussion on First Peter 

Because the subject of our inquiry is a road less frequently travelled,1 I deem it wise to start with 

a prolegomena on Catholic Epistles. First Peter belongs with the other 6 NT documents (James, 2 

Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, and Jude) to the so-called Catholic Epistles. The application of the term 

“catholic” as a qualifier for an individual epistle was introduced toward the end of the 2nd century 

by Appollonius (ca 184) with reference to the Montanist heretic Themiso, who in his own words 

“dared to compose a catholic epistle imitating the apostle.” Clement of Alexandria (d. 215) 

called the letter arising out of the deliberations of the Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15:22-29 a 

“catholic epistle” written by “all the apostles;” and Origen writing in the first half of the 3rd 

century used “catholic epistle” several times to identify both the canonical 1 John as well as 1 

Peter as well as other extracanonical works (like the letters of Dionysiusu, bishop of Corinth 

(174AD) and the Epistle of Barnabas). 2  

This early usage of the term to identify certain letters probably arose out of the theological usage 

of “catholic” to distinguish the universal Church from a local Congregation. 1 Peter and 1 John, 

the letter from the Council of Jerusalem, as well as some of the letters of Diognetus, and the 

Epistle of Barnabas were all written to a wider, more general audience. Therefore the term was 

originally used to identify the encyclical character of a document rather than its canonical or 

authoritative status. Later, in a work attributed to Leontius of Byzantium (d. ca. 543), the author 

identified seven Catholic Epistles, and explained that “they are called catholic because they were 

not written to one group, as those of Paul, but generally (katholou) to everyone.”  

The importance of the Catholic Epistles lies primarily in the fact that they offer a non-Pauline 

witness to the beliefs and practices of the first Christian communities. It is true that they are not 

the only non-Pauline witness in the NT, but they are the only group of letters that has never been 

associated in any way with Paul. Letters, by their very nature, have an immediacy that is lacking 

in more formal documents, and it has long been held that in letters we get a truer picture of early 

church life than is available to us in the Gospels or in the Acts of the Apostles.  

Again, in the Catholic Epistles also, we have the sense of an apostolic orthodoxy doing battle 

against deviations that were largely the product of renegade Christians (heretics). This in turn 

means that they offer important evidence for the existence of an identifiable body of acceptable 

beliefs in the earliest Christian congregations that had been transmitted by the apostles in the full 

awareness that they would be objected to and opposed by others. Even if the words orthodoxy 

and heresy are technically anachronistic in reference to NT times, the phenomena that they 

describe can be traced to the first century and to a church that was still primarily Jewish, not 

Gentile, in composition. Whoever the writers were, they were responding to real needs in the 

early Christian communities, and by examining these problems we can reconstruct the 

                                                           
1 The Catholic Epistles in General, and 1 Peter in particular does not command extensive interest among biblical 

scholars, even though they are the initial alternative witness (to Paul) of the efforts of parents in the faith to come to 

grasp with the implications of the Easter Message/Event for their day-to-day living. Just google any of these letters 

and compare them with a similar googling of either the letters of Paul or the Synoptic or Johannine tradition.  
2  Eusebius describes a highly esteemed collection of letters by Dionysius, bishop of Corinth (written ca. 170), as 

“catholic epistles which he drew up for the churches,” but they were not considered in any sense to be Scripture cf. 

Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 4.23.1, 12; Origen, Contra Celsus 1.63. 
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intellectual and spiritual atmosphere that shaped the first generations of the church and may be 

see how this can also influence and shape our time. 

1 Peter: A General Introduction 

The author of 1 Peter introduces himself in 1:1-2 as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,” and 

claimed to be writing “to the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and 

Bithynia, chosen and destined by God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit for obedience to 

Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood.” Following this introduction, the traditional view 

has been that the apostle Peter (1:1), with help from Silvanus (5:12), wrote the letter in Rome 

sometime between the martyrdom of Paul about 62 AD and the outbreak of persecution under 

Nero in 64 AD. With few exceptions, the Fathers believed that this letter was written by the 

apostle Peter and sent to Jewish Christians in the Diaspora (Eusebius of Caesarea, Didymus, 

Andreas, Oecumenus). The recognised that the letter has close resemblances to James, and they 

accounted for this by saying that both men were apostles to the Jews, although Peter seems to be 

more concentrated on those who lived outside Palestine. Peter explains his calling from God with 

a Trinitarian promise, and the Fathers were quick to pick this up. They recognised him as the 

chief of the apostles and believed that this letter had been sent from Rome.  

The case for a Petrine authorship has been strongly made by Archibald Hunter as far back as 

1957. Hunter started by addressing four major objections raised against the authenticity of the 

Letter: 1) the letter shows a knowledge of the Greek language that Peter, a simple Galilean 

fisherman, would not have; 2) it is indebted to Paul’s theology, a dependence that does not match 

the historical relations between the two apostles, which were hostile; 3) it does not bear the 

marks of one who knew Jesus and heard his teaching; and 4) it implies a time when the mere 

profession of Christianity was a crime – that is, the first decade of the second century.3 

As to the excellent quality of the Greek, 1 Pet 5:12 was very clear that Peter was writing through 

Silvanus; and if the later were given considerable freedom and knew Greek well, he could have 

phrased Peter’s thought. The Paulinism of 1 Peter is really common, apostolic Christianity and as 

such should not be exaggerated. Not only does 1 Peter lack clear dependence on any known 

Pauline epistle, it also does not give attention to some principal doctrines such as justification by 

faith. Again echoes of Paul in 1 Peter may also be a reflection of Silvanus long association with 

Paul. Some relationship to Paul could also be explained by the locale (both of them were in 

Rome in the 60s). As for the lack of any direct quotations from Jesus, 1 Peter did contain many 

references to the life and teachings of Jesus. The writer probably shows a knowledge of the trial 

of Jesus (2:21-24), the Transfiguration (5:1), the command of the risen Lord in John 21:17 (5:2), 

and the foot-washing (5:5). With reference to the final objection as to the existence of systematic 

persecution, the references to sufferings and persecution in 1 Peter are quite general. References 

to a “fiery ordeal” (4:12) and to the experience of suffering required of the brotherhood 

throughout the world (5:9) need not reflect more than malevolence and abuse by the public. Even 

if they involve persecution by the state, they could refer to conditions under Nero. 

For these reasons, Hunter affirms the traditional view of authorship. For him, the general tone 

and temper of the epistles suggests that it comes down to us from the early days of the faith, nor 

can any objections raised against Petrine authorship be sustained. Peter, Hunter believes, wrote 

the letter in Rome. As for the time of writing, the traditionalist maintain that since there is no 

                                                           
3 Archibald M. Hunter, The First Epistle of Peter (New York and Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1957) 78. 
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reference to Peter in the letter Paul wrote to Rome in 58, presumably 1 Peter could not have been 

written before the early 60s. If Peter wrote the letter, the possible range would be 60-65. Hunter 

maintains that Peter wrote his letter between the death of Paul in 62 AD and the beginning of the 

Neronian persecution in 64.The fact that Peter counsels loyalty to the emperor (2:13-17) 

indicates that he was writing before the outbreak of this persecution.  

In spite of the seemingly convincing nature of Hunter’s argument, some scholars still make the 

case for an anonymous author writing in the name of the apostle Peter. In addition to the 

objections to the traditional view given above, these scholars point to the mixture of church 

offices in the letter, in which charismatic forms of service (4:10-11) are combined with a form of 

organisation involving elders (5:1-5). For this school of thought, 1 Peter is probably later than 

Paul but earlier than Revelation and Pliny’s correspondences with Trajan – that is possibly about 

90 AD.  

A variant form of the theory of pseudonymous authorship that is now increasingly shared by the 

majority of scholars suggests that a Petrine group or “school” produced the letter in Rome. Elliot 

believes that this group included Silvanus, Mark, and unnamed “sister” (5:12-13). This group 

sent the letter in the name of Peter, possibly between 73 and 92 AD. Elliot gives three main 

reasons for his views. He notes first that the large size of the area mentioned in 1:1 suggests a 

substantial growth in missionary work beyond the limits reached by Paul. This suggests in turn 

that 1 Peter was written decades after Paul’s time. Elliot also argues that the use of “Babylon” for 

“Rome” in 5:13 indicates a later date, since this use of “Babylon” occurs only in writings 

composed after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD (cf. the Sibylline Oracles, 2 Baruch, 4 Ezra and 

Revelation). Pastoral care for Asia Minor exercised from Rome would be more intelligible after 

70 AD. Finally, Elliot points out that the type of expression used in 5:12 (“through, by [dia] 

Silvanus”) conventionally identifies the emissary who delivers a letter. There would be no 

reason, therefore, to regard Silvanus as Peter’s secretary and possibly co-author. Elliot does 

believe that Silvanus and Mark were probably the same persons associated with Peter in 

Jerusalem and now reunited with him in Rome. The mention of these persons, together with the 

unnamed “sister” indicates that 1 Peter is the product of a group or circle that once gathered 

about the apostle Peter and now transmits his witness.4 

Whatever the case, the fact remains that 1 Peter gives us an authentic witness of the first 

generation Christians’ effort to battle with the nitty gritty of being Christians in a very difficult 

time. As such, its testimonies and teachings can be of significant help to us today in our efforts to 

meddle between being good Christians and being good citizens. In what follows, we will restrict 

ourselves to two principal areas that have been identified as central to the message and theology 

of the letter: the role of Christians in the society and the disposition of Christians vis-a-vis the 

reality and mystery of suffering.  

The Role of Christians in Society 

An exciting recent development in 1 Peter scholarship has been the attempt to define the role that 

1 Peter believes Christians should play in relation to the society. Because the writer speaks of the 

recipients as “resident aliens” and “visiting strangers”, he must assume that they do not simply 

identify with the surrounding culture. Because he indicates that they are facing some form of 

                                                           
4 John H. Elliot, A Home for the Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981) 270-277. 
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persecutions, recent scholarship has sought to delineate as precisely as possible how 1 Peter 

advises its readers to interact with their society. 

The interpretations offered vary. Some see in the “aliens and strangers” (2:11) designation a 

reference to the fact that Christians have their real home in heaven rather than here on earth and 

chide modern Christians for being very much concerned with improvement of conditions in this 

world. Noting that contemporary Christians are very much concerned with the improvement of 

conditions in this world, Hunter advocates the principle of a “middle way” as a strategy for 

interacting with the cultural environment. In this way, Christians can find a balance between this-

worldly and other-worldly perspective.5 

In his 1981 study John H. Elliot presents a view of the Christians’ relation to the society that may 

be described as “social nonconformity.” Elliot sees in the author’s description of his audience as 

“resident aliens” and “visiting strangers” (2:11) signals of an ongoing discussion of the 

estrangement these Christians feel from the society around them. Not only is the case that they 

receive limited political and legal rights and reduced social status, they also suffer slander and 

reproach from their non-Christian neighbours. They perceive themselves as outsiders, and non-

Christians perceive them as outsiders. This outsider status impacts, of course, the experience of 

suffering and abuse that these communities are enduring. It also raises directly the question of 

how and to what extent Christians should conform to the customs of their surrounding culture.  

On account of their Diaspora and alien status of his community, the author of 1 Peter stresses the 

need for early Christians to avoid social conformity and maintain their own distinctive identity as 

a community. The strong stress on the dignity of Christians and their status would be meant to 

encourage a group being ostracised by their countrymen, a group that can be addressed as 

homeless and sojourners (2:11; cf. 1:1, 17). They are like Israel in the exodus on the road to the 

Promise Land; they should not look back to their former status as did the Israelites (1:14), but 

press on to their imperishable inheritance (1:4). Although they may have been accepted by their 

neighbours before, they were then “no people” in God’s eyes and had not received God’s mercy 

(echoing Hosea 1:9; 1:6); now they are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s 

own people (1 Peter 2:9). 

The Household Code: Subordination and Tacit Tolerance 

This having been said, Christians should not simply withdraw from the surrounding society. 

They are also to engage in positive, non-violent interaction with their detractors in the hope of 

eventually winning them to the faith. The household code (2:13ff) plays an important role in 

establishing the community’s identity. It functions, to promote the internal solidarity of the 

Christian community, differentiates it more clearly from the standards and values of secular 

society, and relates the community to the broader ecclesiological concept of the “household” 

(oikos). In these ways, 1 Peter envisages a Christian community that will be “a home for the 

homeless, an oikos for the paroikoi.” Such a “home” will provide a meaningful form of social 

identity, a basis of communal support, and an image of the Christian community in its entirety. 

Household codes are common in Greco-Roman ethics. In their fullest form, they prescribe proper 

behaviour between slaves and masters, wives and husbands, and children and parents. Like other 

household codes in the New Testament (Colossians, Ephesians, 1 Timothy, Titus), 1 Peter’s 

household code enjoins specific behaviour on Christians in their classic household relationship. 

                                                           
5 Hunter, The First Epistle of Peter, 112. 
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Several aspects of these codes trouble many modern Christians. First, the basic structure of the 

ancient household, with its pattern of dominance and submission, with its approval of slavery, 

does not seem to be questioned or transformed. Christians simply take over from non-Christian 

society, with full approval, a dominance and submission model of the household. Modern 

Christians who believe in more egalitarian and democratic models find this ancient pattern 

troubling. Secondly, the admonition to slaves and wives to submit to abusive partners seems not 

only to be inadequate but even abusive itself. 

How should 1 Peter be understood in this regard? Or better, what arguments does it make to 

justify such response to an illicit status quo? The first argument flows from its general conviction 

of the Christian’s vocation to overcome evil with good. We must submit to abusive lords and 

husbands because submission is itself a good thing. Submission comes out of the gentleness of 

Christian virtues (cf. 3:4-6). Thus, our self-understanding as good Christians leads us to do the 

good in the face of abuse, to submit. Second, we submit as a witness. Our husbands who “do not 

obey the word” will be converted “without a word by their wives’ conduct” (3:1). It is apparently 

less than virtuous for a wife to argue with her husband. Thus she cannot preach the gospel to him 

against his orders. Instead, she will be the perfect wife, practicing perfect Christian gentle 

virtues. The husband will see the goodness of her behaviour and will be “won over” (3:1). 

Today, some see 1 Peter as hunting for a good in the midst of evil. We do good even when social 

structures are not good. Others see 1 Peter as giving approval to the structures themselves. Either 

reading has created much complaint among modern readers. If you live in an evil structure, to 

live in it well may be to further the cause of evil. To be the best soldier in an evil army is not a 

good. To be the most submissive of all slaves may not be a good either. To be the quietest of all 

wives may not be a good. Christians have more obligations than blind submission. Christians 

also have a duty to refuse to further the cause of evil social patterns. Gentleness, peacefulness, 

and submission have their place. But they are not the only things we value. 

1 Peter is not oblivious of these modern concerns. But its response to such complaints focuses on 

theology. After admonishing slaves to accept the authority of “harsh” masters, 1 Peter offers two 

theological arguments supporting the propriety of unjust suffering. The first argument is built on 

a common early Christian notion of accruing credit with God (4:12-19). The closest parallel to 

this argument of 1 Peter is found in the Sermon on the Mount (cf. Matt 5:43-48). If we suffer 

when we do wrong, we are still in the normal economy of good and evil (4:15-16). As long as we 

are in that just economy, receiving good for good and bad for bad, no intervention by God 

occurs. But if that economy is unbalanced or unfair, if we suffer evil for doing good (4:16), a 

divine economy kicks in, and we accrue credit with God. Thus God’s commitment to justice, to 

rewards for good deeds and punishments for bad, means that God will redress the injustices of 

human history. Thus, it is even good to suffer unjustly, for you will receive reward from God at 

the end. 

The second argument is a Christological one. 1 Peter’s admonition to slaves in 2:18-25 is built 

primarily on a powerful Christological argument: “For to this you have been called, because 

Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps” 

(2:21). This statement is followed by a series of wonderful descriptions of the sufferings of 

Christ, in which he models behaviour for us. “When he was abused, he did not return abuse… 

but he entrusted himself to one who judges justly” (2:23). In this last phrase, Jesus is depicted as 

understanding the divine economy of unjust suffering. Jesus can suffer unjustly because he trusts 
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God to be the final judge. This Jesus who suffered unjustly is the “shepherd and guardian of our 

soul” (2:25). 

This Christological arguments overwhelms the complaints that submitting to abuse is to further 

the power of the abusers. According to 1 Peter, such complaints are in error because they are 

calculating justice within the normal economies of human history. Yes, to submit to abuse, in the 

normal give-and-take between humans, is to permit evil behaviour to win. However, God and 

God’s judgment undo such calculations. The normal economies of justice and injustice that 

govern human history are not the real economies. The real power here is God. 

The Christological argument, no doubt, will not end all discussion among Christians as to the 

justification of 1 Peter’s position. Some Christians respond that an absolute denial of our 

responsibilities for social injustice is not a proper Christian response. Christians must pursue 

justice and righteousness in all its forms in every corner of life. Our calling is not simply to 

accrue credit with God but to further God’s kingdom on earth. Furthermore, the historical Jesus 

did indeed suffer unjustly, but in his life and ministry he also pursued justice on earth. Thus a 

suffering Christology such as this, while true is unbalanced.  

All these tensions in 1 Peter call us to responsible reading and interpretation in the light of our 

context and the ongoing power of the Word as Revelation. Be that as it may, all readers of 1 

Peter today agree that 1 Peter does not offer a competing, more Christian alternative social or 

societal structure. Such social rectifications seem beyond the proper role of Christians in 1 Peter. 

All the author does or did is to try to make sense of the social structures of his day; and to make 

sense of Christian living within it. 

1 Peter and the Theology of Suffering 

Another important area where 1 Peter makes an insightful contribution is on the behaviour of 

Christians in the face of suffering. Its’ most extensive comment in this regard is to be found in 

3:8-22. The first part of this passage is a wonderful articulation of the Christological argument. 

Here we encounter the Christological focus wherein Jesus’ own experience of suffering for doing 

good creates the proper theological and ethical pattern for us. “Do not repay evil for evil or abuse 

for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called – that you 

might inherit a blessing” (3:9). When we break from the normal pattern of deed for deed, when 

we continue to bless others and do good to others while they return such behaviour with abuse, 

we become connected to the Christ pattern. In this Christ pattern the principle of justice, of good 

for good and evil for evil, is given not only divine approval but divine assurance. If human 

history does not repay our good with good, then God will. In fact, this postponement of proper 

justice, this capacity to trust God to repay, this ability to live on faith and hope rather than on 

possession, is what makes the Christian life Christian. 

At the conclusion of this section, where the passage focuses on the power of God to save us in 

the midst of suffering, the author makes an intriguing reference to baptism (3:20-21). The core 

Christological pattern of God saving in the midst of suffering is connected to Noah’s ark and to 

baptism. The implications of these connections have long fascinated readers. The connection of 

the water of the flood to the waters of baptism will become a familiar one in Christianity. The 

water of baptism becomes not a purifier in itself but a threat, the threat of death by drowning, the 

threat of abuse and persecution. God saves through suffering; and perhaps the water of baptism is 

always a water of suffering. Suffering becomes a necessary moment in the story of salvation. 

Thus, the example of Christ is not mere example, but a necessary paradigm. 
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Connected to this is the notion of suffering as a purifier in 1:6-7. The frequent Jewish and 

Christian notion of the positive value of having one’s faith put on trial is here greatly intensified.  

In this context, the way of suffering becomes not just one among the many courses that the life 

of faith might take but the one and only course. It is not simply that Christian faith can grow 

even in the midst of suffering. Rather, Christian faith needs suffering if it is to grow. The 

intensity of suffering forces the question of whether we really trust God to redress the unjust 

suffering in our lives. A real experience of suffering forces us to decide if we really believe that 

suffering for doing good connects us to the salvific story of Jesus. It is only in the intensity of 

suffering that our faith can really become faith. It is only in the gap between what should be and 

what is that faith can really be faith. Faith is like gold, it must pass through the furnace. The 

absence of justice is a good, for only in its absence can Christian faith grow. 

The concept of suffering as a purifying fire leads to the striking notion in 4:12-19 of suffering as 

the beginning of divine judgment. This judgment is, of course, the final judgement in which the 

character of all persons and all things will be revealed. Furthermore, the revealing power of 

judgment is already occurring ahead of time in the fiery ordeal taking place among these 

Christians. This is a natural connection. If suffering reveals the true character of our faith, the 

suffering is of the same power as the final judgment. However, when suffering is not only an 

analogy to judgment but a species of it, then suffering and God become connected in a new way. 

God becomes then the author of suffering. 

Is 1 Peter’s Theology of Faith Good Enough? 

Few readers doubt the brilliance and power of 1 Peter’s proposals on suffering. Instead, the 

questions focus on the sufficiency of the arguments. Is this really an adequate account of 

suffering and God’s righteousness? Is James more correct in 1:13 when he warns against too 

easily crediting God with temptation and trials? Is God not the one who saves us from suffering 

and evil; rather than the one who sends it to us? 1 Peter also contains answers to these questions. 

It recognises that suffering is also a sign of God’s absence. In fact, part of our suffering is that 

we do not presently see Jesus. As 1 Pet 1:8 notes in connection to our present suffering: 

“Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you 

believe in him and rejoice.” Our present suffering is hereby connected to our incapacity to see 

Jesus now. The injustices of this life are not just the threatening waters of baptism through which 

God saves us. These injustices are signs of God’s absence. God is still absolutely a God of 

justice. We cannot fully equate injustice with God’s will. If this is the case, then a tension exists 

in 1 Peter’s account of suffering. No single proposition can hold the complex experience of 

Christian suffering. Suffering opens on a variety of theological powers and human conditions. 1 

Peter does not collapse that variety. If anything, it adds to it, increases the tensions, and 

complicates our attempt to understand suffering. Faith grows in this sense of God’s absence, in 

this experience of suffering. However, because faith grows in this experience, God cannot be 

accounted as perfectly absent in either suffering or absence. God is both present and not present 

in suffering. God is both present and not present now. God is even present in God’s absence. In 

the tensions and gaps created by this presence and absence, Christian faith takes on its 

fundamental character as Christian. 

Responsible Citizenship in a Distressed Society  

At the heart of 1 Peter’s response to this question of how to live as Christians in a non-Christian 

culture is an insistence on “good behaviour.” Christians, no matter what the setting, no matter 
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what the moment, are to practice “good behaviour.” The context of this admonition for “good 

behaviour” is of course complex. Nevertheless, this basic admonition for “good behaviour” has 

become the classic Christian response to the question of Christianity and culture. On the one 

hand, in this admonition we find one of the most fundamental Christian assertions: we are to 

practice Christian behaviour no matter who we are dealing with or what the context might be. On 

the other hand, as fundamental as this response has become, it has also occasioned much debate. 

Christians have enormous differences of opinion here. We do not agree on what constitutes 

“good” behaviour or on who should decide what is good and what is not. Especially we do not 

agree on the role that outsiders and the standards of outsiders should play. Thus we debate 

whether outsiders, working with their own criteria of what is good, should perceive our 

behaviour toward them as “good.”  

In fine, there is in 1 Peter an evident tension between belonging and not belonging to the world. 

There is a “no” and there is a “yes” toward non-Christian culture that shapes Christian 

understanding. One the one hand, the Christian gospel is universal in its range. Everyone will be 

judged by the same God and the same standards. On the other hand, the Christian community has 

been already separated from the Roman world. They have been born again to a new life; they are 

a new people. They are holy people in the midst of ungodliness. On the one hand they reject the 

standards, loyalties and gods of their old lives. This rejection leads to alienation and persecution. 

On the other hand, they witness to the goodness and holiness of the God of Jesus Christ through 

behaviour that even outsiders deem good. 

Similar tensions surface in the details of 1 Peter’s ethics. We do not treat everyone the same way. 

We do not love everyone with absolute risk. Such radical love appears to be reserved for 

members of the community. We practice good behaviour toward all. But we “love one another 

deeply from the heart” (1:22). There is a certain distance between this kind of ethical calculation 

and the radical universal love most people find in the Sermon on the Mount. Most readers of 1 

Peter detect a calculation of appropriateness in its ethic. You do not risk absolute vulnerability 

toward outsiders. You assess the person before you and meet him or her with a virtue fitting for 

that person. In this way, 1 Peter gives no simple response to the issue of Christianity and culture. 

None of the classic models of “Christ against culture,” “Christ of culture,” “Christ above culture” 

etc. seem to fit precisely. The text maintains a series of obligations and tensions that call one into 

and out of non-Christian culture in a way that fits no precise pattern. This is the text’s real genius 

on this issue. Perhaps the only thing universal is that we are to practise good behaviour toward 

all persons. And of course, it takes a wise person to know what the good is for the moment. 
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A Historical Survey of the Herodian Dynasty in the Intertestamental-New Testament 

Palestine: A Lesson for Nigerian Leaders 

Cletus U. Obijiaku 

Introduction 

The name “Herod” is a household name, due to the frequency of its occurrence in the New 

Testament. The Herods played a major role, though mostly tragic, in the NT accounts. However, 

in the NT, one can easily be confused with the name “Herod” especially when it has not been 

underlined that there are at least six (6) Herods, whose activities are narrated therein. Was it the 

Herod who was on the throne when Christ was born that Jesus encountered during his ministry? 

In the NT, except the Lucan account of Jesus as a young lad of 12 years, there is no account of 

his life between the time of his birth and the time he began his ministry as an adult of about 30 

years. Who were the Herods who governed Palestine during these years? The Herods continued 

their reign during the apostolic era, after Jesus’ ascension into heaven. The NT does not call the 

Herods their full names. This makes it difficult at times to differentiate them. Their names in the 

NT are Herod, Philip, Archelaus and Agrippa. 

Identifying these Herods and elaborating on their characters and their activities while in office is 

a scholarly challenge, but a very rewarding adventure, since it enhances, to some extent, the 

grasp of the NT. Have Herods’ methods of leadership any lesson for Nigerian leaders? The 

successes and failures of the Herods are definitely food for thought for all. We can emulate their 

successes, and avoid their depraved performances that resulted in failures. 

Unfortunately, the NT does not give the full account of the activities of the Herods. What is 

narrated is only a tip of an iceberg. In this paper therefore, we have utilised extra-biblical 

historical resources, especially the works of Flavius Josephus and encyclopaedias, with a view to 

supplementing the meagre hints in the NT.  

The Ancestral Origin of the Herods 

In his work, Josephus traces the origin of the Herodian dynasty to the Idumean territory of the 

Roman Empire.1 This is the territory of Edom, which the descendants of Esau inhabited in the 

OT times. The enmity between Esau and Jacob continued in their descendants. The Edomites 

refused the Israelites passage during their wandering in the desert (Num 20:21; Judg 11:17). 

They were constantly at loggerheads with the Israelites during the monarchy. Saul fought against 

them and other enemies (1 Sam 14:47). David subdued the Edomites, and they all became his 

servants (2 Sam 8:14). Solomon built a famous port in their territory, Ezion-geber or Elath (1 

Kgs 9:26). The Edomites revolted against the Judeans during the reign of Jehoram, and became 

independent (2 Kgs 8:20). They gradually recovered their territories (2 Kgs 16:6).   

The grandfather of Herod the Great, Antipater I, stemmed from this race. His two sons were 

Antipater II and Joseph I.2 Antipater II was very skilful and intelligent intriguer. He aligned 

himself with the potentates of the time. He was a friend to Hyrcanus II, who was struggling over 

the Hasmonean throne in Judea with his brother, Aristobulus II. This was between 69 and 63 BC. 

Antipater II and Hyrcanus II were both allies of Pompey, who had annexed the whole of the East 

                                                           
1  Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews, 14.7.3 in The Works of Josephus (trans. William Whiston; New 

updated Edition; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1987), 373. 
2 A. G. Wright et al., “A History of Israel,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary , NJBC (eds. Brown, R. E. et 

al.; London: Geoffery Chapman, 1990), 1219-1252, here 1245. 
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to the Roman Empire. Antipater II’s diplomatic intrigues earned him Roman citizenship and the 

governorship of the Idumean region. Hyrcanus II never knew Antipater II’s hidden agenda in 

their political comradeship, as he fuelled the quarrel between him and his brother, King 

Aristobulus II.  At the height of it, the Romans imprisoned Aristobulus II, and title “King” 

eluded both brothers. Aristobulus II’s son, Antigonus, fled into exile. However, Hyrcanus II 

became the High priest and the ethnarch of Judea. Antipater II continued his intrigues during the 

civil war between Pompey and Caesar (49-45 BC). When Caesar became the Emperor (46-44 

BC), he appointed Antipater II the Procurator of Judea, an office for which he surreptitiously 

lobbied. As a result of the assassination of Caesar in 44 BC, there was a political unrest in Rome 

due to succession rivalry between the friends of Caesar (Mark Anthony and Octavian) and his 

assassins (Cassius and Brutus). Though Antipater II was originally Caesar’s supporter, he 

prostituted politically, being always alert to switch over to the winning side. This attitude led to 

his murder in 43 BC. 

Antipater II had married the daughter of the King of Arabia, through whom he begot four sons, 

Phasael I, Herod I, Joseph II and Pheroras. His only daughter was Salome I. In his governance of 

Judea, he made Herod I (later known as the Great) commander of the army in Galilee, and 

Phasael (elder), became the commander in Jerusalem. Herod rid Galilee of robbers, killing their 

leader, Hezekias, and the great band of men with him, who have ceaselessly plundered Syrian 

and Galilean region. The whole region became quietened. Phasael in Jerusalem emulated this 

noble action of Herod,3 and brought quietness and peace to Jerusalem. In spite of all this, the duo 

did not find favour with the Jews, since they were not pure Jews, but only Idumeans. Often the 

principal men among the Jews accused them before Anthony of autocracy and ridiculing the 

authority of Hyrcanus II, the high priest. Herod often offered bribe to Anthony, who, as a result, 

turned blind eyes to the accusations against him and his brother.4 Herod, even though he was the 

younger, succeeded his father when he was killed in 43 BC. 

Herod the Great, 73-4 BC 

Herod took after his father’s political manoeuvre. He edged out his elder brother, Phasael, in 

succession bid because he was more brilliant, dynamic and skilful. In the then on-going civil war 

between Mark Anthony and Cassius for the Roman imperial throne, he behaved exactly like his 

father – identifying with the winning party, and changing loyalty, when there was need, thereby 

maintaining a skilful balance. Tactically he secured from Anthony the ethnarchy of Judea, 

“therefore only the high priesthood remained for Hyrcanus.”5  

With the Parthian invasion and the defeat of the Judean armies in 40 BC, they aided Antigonus, 

son of Aristobulus II, to return to Judea and recover his father’s throne for a short while (40-37 

BC). While Phasael committed suicide, to avoid being killed by Antigonus, Herod fled to Rome.6 

The tide however turned when Mark Anthony became the Emperor (36–34 BC). Herod was then 

given the title “King” by the Roman Senate, at the request of Anthony and Octavian, who had 

defeated Marcus Brutus and Cassius, at the Battle of Philippi in 42 BC. Herod returned and 

regained his territory, capturing Antigonus and sending him a prisoner to Anthony.7 He cut off 

                                                           
3 Josephus Flavius, The Wars of the Jews 1.10.5 in The Works of Josephus, trans. William Whiston, 559. 
4 Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews 14.12.2. 
5 J. Alberto Soggin, A History of Israel (London: SCM Press, 1985), 322. 
6 L. I. Levine, “Herod the Great,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary (eds. David Noel Freedman et al.; vol. 6, New 

York: Doubleday, 1992), 160-161. 161-168, here 161.  
7  Josephus Flavius, The War of the Jews, 1.13.9; Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews, 14.13.10, 14.16.1 
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Hyrcanus’ ear, so as to make him unfit for the high priesthood. In his relations with Rome, Herod 

had the policy of not struggling for power, but aligned himself with the victor at the appropriate 

time. In 32 BC, when conflict broke out between Anthony and Octavian, he supported the 

former, but with the Octavian’s victory at the Battle of Actium in 31 BC, he deflected to 

Octavian party, and succeeded in pleading for a confirmation in his office and an addition of 

Samaria, Perea, and the East of Galilee to his territory. 

Now that Herod was fully in charge of Palestine, as the “King of the Jews” he wanted to 

consolidate his power. He decided to do this by killing his adversaries, both real and imagined. 

He killed Joseph, his sister’s husband, and caused the drowning of Aristobulus II in Jericho in 37 

BC. He was often reported to Rome for violence, but he always bribed the Emperor to win his 

case. He married Aristobulus II’s sister, Mariamne, in order to acquire Jewish legitimacy through 

marriage. He had 9 other wives, and begot 14 children from 6 of them.8 Before he went to Rome 

to plead for a confirmation of his kingship, he had killed Hyrcanus II, the high priest, and 

imprisoned his wife, Mariamne, and her mother, Alexandra Salome, ordering that they should be 

killed if he did not return alive from Rome. Later on in 29 BC, out of suspicion, he killed his 

wife, Mariamne, and her mother. In 12 BC, he killed Alexander and Aristobulus IV, his sons by 

Mariamne.  Five days to his death, he killed another son, Antipater III, by his Idumean wife, 

Doris. The Pharisees and their disciples also suffered harsh persecution under him.9 

However, Herod was a great administrator. He used state funds for buildings and other public 

works, creating employment opportunities. He rebuilt and enlarged the temple. “What is now 

called the ‘Western wall’ or the ‘Wailing wall’ is simply the supporting wall of the temple 

mount”.10 He built many fortresses and palaces: The remains of Anthonia can still be seen at the 

beginning of the Via Dolorosa. Herodium, his palace, was in the southeast of Bethlehem, and 

Massada, near the western shore of the Dead Sea. He rebuilt Samaria and called it “Sebaste”, in 

honour of Emperor Augustus (Sebastos in Greek). He built a port at Caesarea near Mount 

Carmel. His three towers on the restored western gate of Jerusalem are still extant today.  

Despite all these, Herod did not win the applause of the Jews, who treated him as a stranger, a 

violent and cruel man. He surrounded himself with Greek philosophers and orators as advisers.11 

Herod became very fierce and melancholic, as he grew older. He experienced great pain and 

mental and physical disorder. It gave him concern that he was not appreciated. He was a stranger 

to human beings, with whom he related only on the basis of their contribution to his ambition for 

fame, honour and glory. To add to his melancholy, a strange and incurable disease struck him, 

according to some, by God’s design, as a punishment for his atrocities and impiety. Some 

historians called this disease “arteriosclerosis” – an abnormal functioning of the arteries. 

McKenzie, following Josephus’ description, suggests that Herod could have died of a ruptured 

appendix.12 His condition was so deplorable that he despaired of recovering, and attempted 

suicide. His greatest fear as he approached his death was that the Jewish nation would rejoice at 

his death, and would not give him a befitting mourning and funeral. For this reason, he ordered 

his trusted relations to assemble from everywhere all the principal men of the Jewish people and 

                                                           
8  See “Herod” in The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (vol. 5; Micropaedia Ready Reference, 15th ed.; 1993) 879. 
9  Soggin, A History of Israel, 323. 
10 Soggin, A History of Israel, 324. 
11 A. G. Wright, “A History of Israel,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, 1247. 
12 John L. McKenzie, Dictionary of the Bible (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1972), 356; Josephus Flavius, The War 

of the Jews, 1.33.1, 5 
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shut them up in hippodrome (a place used for horse race). They were to be shot as soon as he 

breathed his last, so as to cause great distress and sorrow at his funeral.13 Fortunately, though the 

men were shut up, they were released at his death. He died in 4 BC. 

This is the Herod that we read about in the Infancy Narratives in Matthew 2:1-22 and Luke 1:5.  

Apart from these two texts, there is no other text in the Bible that refers to Herod the Great, who 

reigned for 37 years in Judea and died in 4 BC. In Matthew, Jesus was born shortly before his 

death. Given the antecedents of Herod, the massacre of the infants in Matthew 2:16-18 was what 

he could do. Herod could not have been completely sane. He could have suffered from 

persecution mania and inferiority complex. He could not tolerate in his lifetime any other person 

with the title “King of the Jews”. So he was jittery at the announcement of the birth of a new 

king of the Jews (Matt 2:2). Had he found out where Jesus was born, he would have killed him. 

Zechariah and Elizabeth conceived John the Baptist in his days (Luke 1:5). 

The Sons of Herod the Great – Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Philip 

After the death of Herod the Great, following his will, the Romans divided Palestine among three 

of his sons:  

Archelaus (22BC – AD18) 

Archelaus was the first of the two sons his father got from his Samaritan wife, Malthace. Herod 

the Great willed the title “the King of Judea” to Archelaus, allotting the greatest portion of his 

territory to him, but Emperor Augustus made him only the ethnarch of his portion - Judaea, 

Samaria, and Idumaea, thus reducing his authority. He had some skirmishes with his brother, 

Herod Antipas, and half-brother, Philip, over territories and title. He was unpopular among the 

Jews due to his oppressive rule. He was more wicked and bloodthirsty than his father Herod. As 

a sequel to the repeated complaints of his subjects, he was summoned to Rome for trial in AD 6. 

Following his conviction, dethronement and banishment to Gaul in the same year, Judaea was 

reverted to a mere province, governed by a procurator, who was responsible directly to the 

emperor.14 This historical account tallies with the Matthean reason for the settlement of the Holy 

family in Nazareth, after the flight to Egypt (2:22-23).  

Herod Antipas (21BC-AD 39)  

Herod Antipas became the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea from 4 BC until he was banished in AD 

39. This period covers the time Jesus lived, save his infancy. Herod Antipas was the second son 

of his father by Malthace. Just as his father, he was a great builder. He rebuilt Sepphoris and 

Tiberias before he was banished. The Bible refers to him simply as “Herod”, and so does not 

differentiate him from his father. This is the Herod who imprisoned John the Baptist and 

eventually beheaded him, and was worried about the successes Jesus was making in his ministry, 

according to the story in Matthew 14:1-12 and Mark 6:14-29 (cf. also Luke 9:7-9). Like his 

father, who wanted to kill the infant Jesus, Herod Antipas wanted to kill him during his ministry 

(Luke 13:31). He was very pleased on learning of the arrest and trial of Jesus in Jerusalem; he 

treated him with contempt during his trial before him, Jesus being a Galilean, his subject. That 

occasion brought to an end the enmity between him and Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator 

(AD 26–36) at the time of Jesus’ Crucifixion (Luke 23:6-15; cf. also Acts 4:27). Emperor 

Caligula later banished Herod Antipas to Gaul, and in his company was his wife, Herodias.  

                                                           
13 Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews, 17.6.5. 
14 “Archelaus” in Encyclopaedia Britannica [CD ROM D, Ultimate Reference Suit, 2008]. 
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Philip the Tetrarch (20BC-AD34)  

Philip was the son of Herod the Great by his Jerusalem wife, Cleoptra. He was made the tetrarch 

of Trachonities and Batanaea (the trans-Jordanian territory, east of Galilee) and ruled from 4 BC 

until AD 34, when he died naturally. Josephus has an eulogy of him in his work:  

He had shown himself a person of moderation and quietness in the conduct of 

his life and government; he constantly lived in that country which was subject 

to him; and used to make his progress with a few chosen friends; …and when 

anyone met him who wanted his assistance, he made no delay but had his 

tribunal set down immediately, wheresoever he happened to be, and sat down 

upon it, and heard his complaint: he there ordered the guilty that were convicted 

to be punished, and absolved those that had been accused unjustly.15 

From the available sources, because of his love for peace and justice, Philip is the best of all 

Herod’s posterity. This Philip is mentioned in the Bible in Luke 3:1. Care should be taken not to 

confuse this Philip with Herod Philip, whom the Bible also calls “Philip”. 

Herod Philip, the son of Herod the Great 

Herod Philip was the son of Herod the Great by Mariamne II, Simon’s daughter. Simon was the 

last son of Judas Maccabeus, the leader of the Maccabean revolt. The Bible calls him “Philip” 

(Matt 14:3; Mark 6:17). This is the Philip whose wife, Herodias, Herod Antipas married, and 

consequently incurred the blame of John the Baptist (Matt 14:1-12; Mark 6:14-29; cf. also Luke 

3:19-20). The biblical account gives the impression that Herod Antipas eloped with Philip’s 

wife. However, Herodias was actually divorced from his former husband, Philip. Herod Antipas 

was equally divorced from his former wife, the daughter of Aretas IV of Nabatean Kingdom. 

The basis for the condemnation of the act was the rule, which Jesus later stated succinctly in 

Matthew 5:31-32 (cf. Matt 19:9; Mark 10:11-12; Luke 16:18; 1 Cor 7:10-11), not minding the 

fact that there was a provision of the writ of dismissal in Deuteronomy 24:1: One who marries a 

divorced partner has committed adultery. Philip fell out of favour with his father, Herod, because 

his mother, Mariamne II, was an accomplice in the poisoning of Herod’s brother, Pheroras. 

Consequently, Herod blotted Philip’s name out of his will.16 History does not give an account of 

this Herod. Consequently, his dates of birth and death are not known. According to Herion, this 

Philip is a scholarly construction resulting from a combination of unrelated biblical sources.17 

Herod Agrippa I (10 BC – AD 44).  

Herod Agrippa I was the son of Aristobulus IV, one of the sons Herod begot from his 

Hasmonean wife, Mariamme I. However. However, some think that he was the son of Antipater 

III (the son of Herod the Great whom he killed 5 days before his death).18 In some historical 

sources, like Josephus’ works, he is simply called Agrippa. Agrippa I escaped to Rome for 

education and safety when his grandfather killed his father, Antipater III. In AD 23, Agrippa I 

left Rome and settled near Beersheba. He later asked his uncle, Herod Antipas, tetrarch of 

Galilee, for a minor official post. He won favour with Emperor Caligula, who in AD 37 made 

                                                           
15 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 18.4.6 
16 Josephus, The War of the Jews, 1.30.7. 
17 Gray A. Herion, “Herod Philip,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary (eds. David Noel Freedman et al.; vol. 6, New 

York: Doubleday, 1992), 160-161. 
18 Wright et al., “A History of Israel,” in NJBC, 1219-1252, 1245. 
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him the king of the former realm of his uncle, Philip the Tetrarch (who died in 34), and of an 

adjoining region.  

He was a good advisor to Caligula in Jewish matters, dissuading him from introducing imperial 

cult in Jerusalem. After Herod Antipas' banishment in AD 39, Agrippa I acquired also his 

territory. Caligula decided to restore Agrippa I to his grandfather's throne, but was assassinated 

before he could execute this plan.19  Agrippa I was a supporter of Claudius during the imperial 

succession struggles. Claudius, having emerged successful, granted him also the kingdom of 

Judaea in AD 41. Between AD 41 and 44, he came to be known as “Agrippa the Great/Elder” or 

“Herod the king of Judea”, because he was the only descendant of Herod the Great, who became 

the king of the whole Palestine, just as his grandfather was. Being a clever diplomat, he was able 

to strike a balance between Jewish autonomy and Roman authority. He minted Roman coins and 

organised games in honour of Emperor Claudius. 

On the one hand, he was very popular because of his generosity, compassion and tolerance 

towards the Jews. To earn their friendship and approval, he vigorously supported their orthodox 

policies. Josephus made a comparison between Herod Antipas and Agrippa I: While the former 

was friendlier to the Greeks, the latter “was mild, and equally liberal to all men”. He lived 

continually in Jerusalem, kept the Torah, and sacrificed daily.20 

On the other hand, according to the biblical account, he repressed Jewish Christians. He appears 

only in Acts, where he is simply called “Herod”. He had James, the brother of John, killed; and 

he had Peter arrested and put in prison (Acts 12:1-13:1). After Peter’s miraculous escape, he 

killed the guards at the prison, thinking that Peter escaped because of their carelessness (Acts 

12:19). His misunderstanding with Tyre and Sidon, his magnificent appearance before them, his 

being worshipped as a god, and his tragic end of being eaten by worms, all reported in Acts 

12:20-23, have a historical resonance in Josephus’ work.21 His tragic end could be seen as a 

divine punishment for encouraging blasphemy and apostasy. He died prematurely in AD 44.  

Herod Agrippa II (AD 27-93) 

While Agrippa I was the grandson of Herod the Great, Agrippa II was his great-grandson. He 

was raised and educated at the imperial court in Rome. Due to the fact that he was a minor when 

his father died in AD 44, Emperor Claudius returned Judea to a provincial status. He had interest 

in Jewish affairs, and thus was made in charge of the temple in Jerusalem in AD 48.  He 

appointed many high priests between AD 52 and 60, though the losing parties in the 

appointments complained bitterly against him.  

In AD 50, he was appointed the king of Chalcis in Southern Lebanon, “and in 53 he exchanged 

this land for Philip the Tetrarch’s former holdings [Batanaea and Trachonitis in Southern Syria]. 

Nero, the new emperor, in 54 added the territory near the Sea of Galilee to Agrippa II's realm”.22 

Politically, he was more involved with the Jews in Diaspora, like in Alexandria, than he was in 

Judea, where the furious Zealots were fanatical over Jewish affairs. In fact, Judea was not his 

territory. At that time, the Roman procurator of Judea was Gessius Florus.  

                                                           
19 “Herod Agrippa I,” in The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (vol. 5, Micropaedia Ready Reference) 880. 
20 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 19.7.3 
21 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 19.8.2. 
22 “Herod Agrippa II,” The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (vol. 5; Micrompaedia, Ready Reference, 880. 
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It was Gessius Florus’ wickedness, despotism and robbery of the temple that infuriated the Jews 

into a demonstration in AD 66 in Caesarea. Since Agrippa II co-operated with the Romans in 

their policies, he tried to play the middleman between the Romans and the Jews. Josephus gives 

a vivid description of how Agrippa II and his sister Bernice tried in vain with tears to dissuade 

the Jews from the revolt of AD 66-70 against the Romans.23 But he helped Titus, the Roman 

general, in the events that finally led to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. As a reward, more 

territories were allotted to him; and probably he lived up till AD 93. 

Biblical accounts simply call him “Agrippa” (Acts 25:13-26:32). He probably lived in incest 

with his sister, Bernice, who was formerly a wife to one of her uncles. When Paul of Tarsus was 

arrested in AD 60, Procurator Festus consulted Agrippa II concerning his case (Acts 25:13-22). 

Paul was arraigned before him and Bernice (25:23-27), and he defended himself (26:1-29).  

Agrippa II found Paul innocent, and would have advised that he be released, but for Paul’s 

appeal to Caesar (Acts 25:30-32).    

Lessons for Leadership in Nigeria 

Having gone through the activities of the Herods, it is worthwhile that we evaluate them with a 

view to improving leadership in Nigeria, both in the secular and religious ambiences. 

Unfortunately, the Herods have offered us many leadership styles that portend ominous effects, 

as it is seen clearly from what became of many of them at the end of their lives. In this section, 

we are elaborating on the issues that brought about the downfall of the most of the Herods. 

However, even though most of their activities were evil, there were some good performances, 

which leaders in Nigeria can pick up. We begin with their handicaps. 

The Negative Aspects of the Herods 

Political Prostitution 

Any leader that is worth the name should be convinced of his/her own vision of leadership, and 

should change views only when there is a genuine reason. This entails having principles based on 

good moral, social and political values. This should determine one’s political associates. 

Antipater could not make a decision based on principles on whom to support during the war 

between Pompey and Caesar. It was the same with Herod the Great during the political feud 

between the assassins of Caesar and Anthony-Octavian. It was even worse when Anthony and 

Octavian fought for the imperial throne. The political principal of the Herods was simply “Join 

the winning party.” 

This is the principle that is operating in our country today. Some people, who hitherto have been 

regarded as highly principled persons, join the winning party, neither because they are convinced 

of justice in the internal operations of the party nor because they are certified with the party’s 

concept of democracy. For these individuals, their main concern is being in power or in its 

corridor, having wealth and wielding political influence. The outcome of this method of seeking 

leadership positions is normally not different from Herods’ experiences. Antipater was killed as 

he was scheming politically between Pompey and Caesar. Archelaus later fell out of favour with 

Rome, and he was dethroned and banished. It was the same thing with Herod Antipas.  

In Nigeria, it is no longer news to hear that a State governor or the deputy and the Speakers of 

the Senate, House of Representative and State Assemblies are impeached. Many other office 

                                                           
23 Josephus, The War of the Jews, 2.16.4, 5; Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 19.7.3;  20.11.1 
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holders lose their jobs precariously for one reason or the other. The fundamental reason for all 

these could be traced to the original political motives of the individuals concerned. 

We cannot hide the fact that there is also politics among church leaders. Some top leaders are 

regarded as power brokers and king makers. Some great men and women among the religious 

leaders do all they can to align themselves with these individuals, even if it entails painting 

others black so as to clear the coast for ascendancy to power. Sometimes, they too get 

disappointed.  

Political Killing 

Herod the Great eliminated anybody who was a threat to his throne. He killed relations, children, 

a wife, friends and foes. In a bid to kill infant Jesus, he killed all the children in Judea who were 

two years and below at that time. He ordered that all the leading men of Judea be killed at his 

death. Towards the end of his life, the result of all these killings was nemesis. Political killing in 

Nigeria is well known. Incumbent office holders have used their might to eliminate their political 

opponents. This is rampant whenever elections are at the corner. These killings take place under 

different camouflage: armed robbers’ attack, vigilante group operation, hired assassins, crime 

suspects, accidental discharge, plane crash, and possibly road accident. The normal slogan is: 

“We will get to the root of the matter”; and this statement usually ends the story.  

What happens to people who kill others for power in Nigeria? The end of many of them is not 

different from that of Herod the Great and many of his progeny (cf. Gen 9:6). It begins with 

sleepless night, since they murder sleep. Sometimes they are impeached for another reason 

altogether. They kill to be in office, but yet the offices elude them. They lick their wounds, and 

possibly die of hypertension.  

In the religious circle, power seekers may not kill their suspected enemies physically, but what 

they do is akin to killing. One’s heart can be broken when aspersions are cast on his/her integrity. 

Character assassination or defamation is rampant among church leaders. This is our own version 

of political killing. 

Bribery and Corruption 

Herod the Great severally offered bribes to the emperors in order to have himself exonerated 

from the accusations by his subjects. Unfortunately, the Roman emperors danced to his tune. 

Agrippa II supported Procurator Gessius Florus when he continually looted the temple treasury, 

and so incited the first Jewish revolt. In our country, Nigeria, bribery and corruption reign 

supreme. People offer money to secured coveted positions. Justice is frequently thwarted because 

some part of the jury is corrupt. Winning a case therefore sometimes depends on how much the 

client can offer. The national treasury is bleeding. The middle class, to say nothing of the 

ordinary poor citizens, has nothing to show for the millions of dollars that accrue daily to the 

country from the sale of petroleum. The top echelons of the government, the political juggernauts 

and their cronies and sycophants are having a field day, while the poor of land bear the brunt.  

We have to learn from history. A time may come when the poor will take their lives in their 

hands and fight for their rights, without listening to any appeal, just as the Jews did not, when 

Procurator Gessius Florus and the Romans pushed them to the wall, with Agrippa II supporting 

the injustice of the Romans. Some may lose their lives, but definitely some will survive, and will 

come back to fight again.  
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Candidates who merit admission into the universities are no longer given admissions. Professors 

have opened their own avenues for becoming stingingly rich. Few candidates are admitted 

officially on merit; and the remaining number for admission is shared among the professors. 

Each professor then determines his/her own admission fee.  It is the same story in the labour 

market. Highly qualified applicants play second fiddle to those who have godfathers or mothers. 

Without prejudice to the sanctity of church leaders, most of the things said above concerning 

leaders in the secular society could also be said of religious leaders. Could monetary gains be 

dissociated from the services church leaders owe the faithful as their rights? Could church 

leaders give an accurate and honest account of the goods of the Church, of which they are 

custodians? 

General Moral Depravity 

Our leaders are addressed with great titles, such as, “Your Excellency”, “Honourable”, “Your 

Lordship”, “Your Majesty”, “Your Royal Highness”, and many other glorious titles. 

Unfortunately many are not leaving up to the standard expected. Some Herods were addressed as 

“the King of the Jews”, a title they jealously guarded. A leader is expected to be above board. 

Herod Antipas could have surreptitiously encouraged the divorce between Herod Philip and his 

wife Herodias, and eventually married her. Some Nigerian leaders are destructors of marital 

unions. Owing to their superfluous wealth, they spray money randomly among the folk, with a 

view to having the people at their beck and call; and unfortunately both men and women fall 

victim to this. Some leaders sexually violate young girls, due to their desperation for money. 

Female hostels in the universities are among the choicest places for their shopping.  

The pomposity of Agrippa I, which Josephus and even the Bible in Acts 12:20-23 reported, led 

to his being eaten by worms. Some of our leaders think that leadership is all about appearing in 

magnificent attires, making hilarious and eloquent speeches, being greeted obsequiously in 

public, having sycophants and cronies bow down before them, and chasing road users out of the 

dilapidated roads with their endless convoys. Like Agrippa I, they could see themselves as gods. 

What happened to Agrippa I may eventually happen to them, if there is no change. 

Agrippa I was also very partial in his dealings. Once a leader emerges, he/she becomes the leader 

of all, not of a part. By the time of Agrippa I, the people of the new Way, the fledgling Jewish 

Christians, had become a separate group; but while Agrippa I favoured the orthodox Jews, he 

persecuted the Christians to the end. His priority was to please the orthodox Jews. For this reason 

he killed James and imprisoned Peter (Acts 12:1-2). Popularity that comes from injustice, 

intimidation, and generally moral depravity does not last.  

The general moral depravity in the Church speaks loudly worldwide. We hear it daily on the 

news – sexual abuse, financial impropriety, power abuse, etc. We also see it in our pomposity, 

occasional injustice and partiality. 

 

Indigenes and Settlers Syndrome 

There should be a change on the national psyche with regard to the concepts, “indigenes and 

settlers” and “son of the soil”, when it comes to choosing a leader – secular and religious leaders 

inclusive. It should be stated without mincing words that everybody in this world is a settler. The 

primordial ancestors of every ethnic group moved from somewhere at one time in history into 

the place where they eventually settled and established. We were not told where God created 
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Adam and Eve; but we are told that God settled them in the Garden of Eden, the Paradise (Gen 

2:7-8). When it comes to choosing a leader, people selfishly and ambitiously begin to create 

unnecessary divisions, instead of fishing out the one who has good leadership qualities. A leader 

who emerges in this type of divisive environment naturally channels much of his energy into 

fighting his or her foes, both real and imagined. For this reason, one who could have naturally 

done well as a leader turns into a despot or a sadist.  

I could imagine that the most of the Herods would have been very good leaders, if the Jews ab 

initio accepted them. Even though their ancestors were Idumeans, they had lived in Jewish land 

all their lives, affiliated to them even by marriages. They were also Roman citizens, and Judea 

was a province of the Roman Empire. In spite of all the good leadership skills they exhibited, 

and the many dividends of good leadership they delivered, the Jews remained adamant. To 

buttress this point, of all the Herods discussed, it was only Philip, the tetrarch of Trachonities and 

Batanaea (a non Jewish trans-Jordanian territory), who had a smooth administration. He did not 

need to fight in order to be accepted by the people. He therefore devoted his whole life to the 

people, working for peace, truth and justice. This is why history has earmarked him as the best of 

all Herod´s posterity. We can therefore get the best out of our leaders when we accept them, 

irrespective of their origins. 

The Positive Aspects of the Herods 

We should not ignore some positive aspects of the Herods, some of which we have already seen 

in Philip the Tetrarch, the best of the Herods. Leaders in our country should endeavour to do the 

laudable things that the Herods did. We mention just two aspects that are glaring. 

Security 

Leaders are shepherds, and so owe their flocks protection. Each nation has standing forces, 

which are at the disposal of her leaders for the security of the citizens and all the inhabitants of 

the land. Herod the Great established his forces, and freed Galilee from bandits who had ravaged 

the land for decades. His brother Phasael did that as well in Jerusalem. Lack of security has 

become the bane of our dear nation. Kidnappers, armed robbers and tugs have deprived citizens 

and the other inhabitants of their right to a peaceful existence. It is even worse when the national 

armed forces, who should be security officers, are suspects of these ferocious acts of terrorisms. 

Women and children are killed while asleep in their homes in the middle of the night. Armed 

robbers set up roadblocks and operate unchallenged for hours. Bank robbery has become a daily 

business. With respect to security, we want to see more actions of our leaders than cozy 

promises.  

As church leaders, could we not take some concrete steps to teach our flocks that they have every 

moral right to defend themselves, and that they can properly organise themselves to fight 

external aggressors. It is true that our religious is that of peace, and not violence, but it has 

become very necessary to augment dialogue with some operations that are geared towards 

deterrence.  

Developmental Projects and Employment Opportunities 

One who has no work can hardly be a fulfilled human being, not only because one has no 

earning from a personal endeavour, but also because work is originally a divine assignment to 

humans (Gen 1:28). The Herods created great opportunities for their subjects to work. They did 

this by carrying out different projects. Herod the Great was a great developer. He built many 
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mansions, aqueducts, sea ports, roads, fortresses, palaces, stadia, hippodromes, arenas for 

Olympics, the temple, to mention but a few. All these created employment opportunities. Many a 

Nigerian leader are yet to tow the line of physical development of their territories and 

establishment of factories. The old amenities are dilapidating, with no replacements. Leaders 

should learn to leave some physical legacies to history and posterity. Today in Rome, some great 

structures Herod built are still the pride of the nation and the toast of tourists.  

Even though Church leaders are primarily guardians of souls, soul and body are united in the one 

person; and consequently, the two must be taken care of together. We can therefore teach the 

faithful how to take care of themselves physically, organize their businesses and manage their 

time well. This is why we should occasionally organize seminars and invite experts to educate 

the faithful on various issues. Depending on the fund at our disposal, we can also embark on 

developmental projects and create employment opportunities, with the main aim of improving 

the life of the people, but not using the people to enrich ourselves. 

Conclusion 

We have tried the much we could to look at the life of the Herods, who were in leadership 

positions during the intertestamental and the NT periods. We have evaluated their activities as 

they vied for their offices and their activities while they were in office. Their actions left much to 

be desired. Unfortunately most Nigerian leaders are taking after the shortcomings of the Herods. 

And in the Church, the church leaders are not better off. The purpose of this work has been 

multifaceted. The first has been to offer some aids to the NT readers, to understand who are the 

Herods mentioned in the NT. Secondly, evaluating the activities of Herods has offered a good 

opportunity to alert our leaders and potential leaders on the consequences of bad leadership. The 

led also contribute to molding the character of the leaders. When they get immediate 

cooperation, they are more likely to channel their energy toward impacting on their subjects 

positively. There is no doubt that the Herods have a lot in stock for our leaders to ponder on, 

things both positive and negative.  
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