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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. 


