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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. 


