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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. 

 


