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1. Introduction to the Author  

(http://www.georgefox.edu/academics/undergrad/departments/religion/faculty/anderson.html). 

Dr. Anderson teaches Biblical and Quaker Studies at George Fox University, did his Ph.D. at 

Glasgow University, where he applied “cognitive-critical analysis to the history and development 

of Gospel traditions.” In his book, The Fourth Gospel and the Quest for Jesus (T&T Clark, 

2007), he argued for a “dialogical autonomy of the fourth Gospel,” and he calls the relationship 

between John and the other Gospels a “Bi-Optic Hypothesis,” because it stresses the two main 

traditions: Markan and Johannine. He was a founding member of the John, Jesus, and History 

Project at SBL and has been a co-chair of the project since 2005. 

 

2. Summary 

In the preface, Anderson states his goal to write to address the “riddles” of the fourth gospel in a 

way that is accessible to beginners, but also contributes to the conversation among scholars (p. 

xi). He uses the illustration that John’s Gospel is simple enough for a child to wade (i.e., new 

believers), and deep enough for an elephant to swim (i.e., the scholars; pp. 3–5). He wants the 

reader to “move back and forth, between wading and swimming, grasping fuller understandings 

while returning to familiar meanings with fresh awareness and deeper levels of insight” (p. 5). 

His purpose is reflected in the following: “. . . this book reflects a sustained effort to make sense 

of John’s theological, historical, and literary perplexities within a larger new approach based 

upon the dialogical autonomy of the Fourth Gospel” (xiii). 

 In Part 1, Anderson lays out the theological, historical, and literary “riddles” of John’s 

Gospel (i.e., those things that have perplexed scholars about the Gospel throughout the years). 

He helpfully states that “it is important to consider all three of them together” (p. 8). Chapter 1 

gives an outline and overview of John’s Gospel, and then discusses its distinctive characteristics, 

such as the signs, the dialogues with Jesus, the “I am” statements, women in the fourth Gospel, 

etc. Finally, he notes some of the passages that are central to understanding John’s Gospel 

(20:30–31; 17:1–26; 3:31–36; 12:44–50; 1:19–51; 1:1–18). 

 Chapter 2 addresses the “theological riddles” of John’s Gospel. He notes that many early 

theological controversies hinged on the interpretation of John’s Gospel (p. 25). He examines 

twelve different theological riddles, such as whether the Son is equal or subordinate to the 

Father; whether the Son judges; whether John’s eschatology is present or future; and whether 

salvation is by divine determinism or human free will. For each of the riddles, Anderson 

summarizes the tensions of the Gospel under contrasting groups with the headings of “on the one 

hand . . . on the other hand . . .” At one point, he insightfully states, “What the church 

theologians of the patristic era addressed in terms of Greek categories of being (the 

humanity/divinity of Jesus, etc.), modern scholars have sought to address by means of 

composition theories and historical-critical approaches to John’s tradition development” (p. 28). 

 He finally asks what the source of these riddles might be, and proposes that rather than 

finding the origin of the theological tensions in disparate sources, the author may have been a 

dialectical thinker who approached theological issues from different perspectives.1 

                                                 
1 “. . . we have seen that one way scholars have dealt with these tensions is to infer different authors or 

literary sources. . . . Another approach is to see the Evangelist himself as being a dialectical thinker, who looked at 
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 Chapter 3 deals with the “historical riddles” in John’s Gospel. Anderson begins with the 

scholarly rejection of John’s historical value in modern times (p. 45). Instead of arguing that the 

three synoptics agree against John, he suggests that since Matthew and Luke followed Mark, it is 

really a matter of two basic perspectives: Markan and Johannine (p. 46). He then poses the 

historical riddles of John’s Gospel, such as whether it ought to be considered historical or 

theological; whether the author was an eyewitness or not; several differences between the 

synoptics and John (such as issues of chronology as well as choices of what to include and 

differences of detail and emphasis). As with the theological riddles, the historical riddles are 

explained with the relevant data summarized under two (often contrasted) headings. 

 Chapter 4 addresses John’s “literary riddles.” He begins by explaining that scholars have 

noticed odd literary phenomena in John’s Gospel, which they call aporias. He says these range 

from “odd transitions to apparent additions to the text,” and claims that these literary riddles 

must be addressed along with the theological and historical riddles (p. 67). As with the two 

previous chapters, each “riddle” addressed is explained briefly with the relevant data 

summarized under contrasting headings (e.g., “on the one hand . . . on the other hand . . .”). 

Some of the literary riddles include the question of whether the prologue and epilogue were later 

developments, the repetitions and variations in the narrative, intra- and inter-traditional dialogue 

(i.e., dialogue between “John” and his own material as he reflected on it, and dialogue between 

John and the synoptic tradition), and the question of whether John is a collection of previously 

existing materials, or a “weaving a seamless robe.”2 

 Part 2 of the book moves from simply noting the existence of these “riddles” to actually 

addressing them. Chapter 5 deals with twelve ways that people have approached John’s Gospel. 

He briefly describes them, and then gives strengths and weaknesses for each. He discusses them 

in three groups, according to whether the theory necessitates who the author must have been 

(generally “conservative” approaches), who the author must not have been (generally “critical” 

approaches), or leaves the question open (which he prefers). 

 This sets the stage for Anderson to present his own theory (“the dialogical autonomy of 

the Fourth Gospel”) in Chapter 6. He believes that this theory takes into account the strengths 

and weaknesses of the previous theories.3 His theory rests on seven planks: 

1. John is the result of an independent tradition that developed alongside the Markan 

tradition (the “Bi-Optic Hypothesis”).  

2. The writer of John was a dialectical thinker. “John’s theological tensions reflect 

dialogues internal to the Evangelist’s thought, not external dialogues alone” (p. 131). 

3. The divine-human dialectic is the result of the development of the view that Jesus was a 

prophet like Moses, which was later elevated by community reflection (occurs in three 

stages). He calls this the “Mosaic agency schema.” 

                                                 
things from more than one angle. He thought in both-and ways instead of settling for either-or dichotomies. It also is 

the case that different audiences within the evolving Johannine situation might have called for more than one 

approach to a subject, and certainly the narrator’s employment of rhetorical devices had some impact on the 

presentation of John’s material” (pp. 42–43.) 
2 Note that Anderson states that the purpose of allowing the Beloved Disciple to remain nameless is to 

allow “the reader to ‘fill in the blank,’ inserting his or her own name in his place” (p. 88). 
3 Readers will be familiar with this view from the reading of Paul N. Anderson, “The Community that 

Raymond Brown Left Behind: Reflections on the Johannine Dialectical Situation,” pages 47–93 in Communities in 

Dispute: Current Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles. Edited by Paul N. Anderson and R. Alan Culpepper (SBL 

Press, 2014). 
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4. The Johannine writings are a result of the community’s dialogical engagement with seven 

crises over a period of seven decades. These are divided over three periods:  

5. The Gospel was composed in two editions.  

6. There was mutual influence between the developing Johannine tradition, and the 

developing Synoptic tradition. 

7. The two main modes of argumentation in the narrative are revelation and rhetoric. 

“Invariably, when God or God’s agent takes the initiative, or is described by Jesus or the 

narrator, the dialogical mode is revelational—inviting a response to the divine initiative 

in faith. When the initiative shifts, though, to the discussant or an actor in the narrative—

someone who declares a wise-sounding statement or asks Jesus a question—reader 

beware! The mode becomes rhetorical, and that actor in the narrative is about to be 

exposed as miscomprehending and coming up short in his or her estimation of the truth” 

(p. 152). 

 

 Chapter 7 is an attempt to show the reader how the previous two chapters might explain 

the actual riddles of John’s Gospel. He discusses the “theological tensions,” the “historical 

conundrums,” and the “literary perplexities” with a view to showing how his theory provides 

several underlying principles that explain the origin of the various riddles of John’s Gospel.  

 Part 3 is focused on actually interpreting the Gospel of John in light of his “dialogical 

autonomy.” Chapter 8 looks at several of the theological riddles introduced in Part 1, and 

attempts to explain them on the basis of the underlying principles discussed in chapter 8. (For 

example, he attributes the tension between the divine and human Christology to the dialectical 

thinking of the Evangelist, as well as the situation of the Johannine community with their 

different audiences at different times.) 

Chapter 9 addresses the historical questions about John’s Gospel in light of the author’s 

theory of “dialogical autonomy,” and attempts to rehabilitate the Gospel’s historicity by showing 

how John contributes to an understanding of the “historical Jesus.” One recurring thread in this 

chapter is that differences between John and the Synoptic Gospels might actually be intentional, 

rather than indicating that it has no access to eyewitness testimony.  

 Chapter 10 addresses John ecclesiology. Anderson argues that the Gospel of John seeks 

to engage the believer with the community of faith in a unique way, and so his final chapter 

seeks to help the reader “jump in the water and see what happens experientially” (p. 221). He 

begins by showing John’s interest in “relational connectedness” to Christ, and then shows how 

John conceives of the community of Jesus’s followers as dynamic and fluid, in contrast to the 

“petrified” view of church hierarchy found in Matthew (cf. 16:16–19). He also addresses issues 

such as ministry roles (plural and inclusive) and true worship (which is found in releasing 

ourselves form human religion into the control of the Spirit).The conclusion of the book closes 

with some advice on how to appropriate the message of John’s Gospel. 

 

3. Strengths and Weaknesses 

On the one Hand… (Strengths): Anderson’s book displays many good characteristics. He 

is an astute observer of the facts of the Gospel, and his presentation is simple and concise. He 

presents the material clearly and is a model of good writing. He presents a lot of information in a 

small space without making the reading dense. The formatting is excellent, and the reader has a 

large amount of information clearly presented. The boxes were very helpful for giving 

summarizing lists. One of the best parts of this book was having, in essence, a list of issues that 
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are debated in Johannine studies. I appreciated how he broke the evidence into the categories of 

theology, history and literature. 

 Another strength of this book is that Anderson is a creative, global thinker. He has 

summarize the evidence (part 1) and previous attempts to make sense of the evidence (chapter 5). 

Then he tries to come up with a solution that will explain all of the evidence and make sense of 

what worked and what didn’t in previous theories. I appreciated how he insisted that the 

theological, the historical, and the literary “riddles” needed to be addressed together. 

On the other… (Weaknesses): The only real weaknesses this work had were tied to his 

acceptance of the critical paradigm, and the fact that he is not conservative. From a conservative 

evangelical perspective, the fact that he accepts much of modern scholarship’s methods and 

assumptions about John’s Gospel is problematic, as are the conclusions he comes to on the basis 

of them.  

 The biggest problem seemed to be that this book is characterized by the critical tendency 

to locate the origin of every detail in the community’s experience. For example, on p. 49 

Anderson says that John 21:23 implies the Beloved Disciple had died by the time of writing, 

whereas this might be true, but it might not. While it might be helpful or necessary to infer a 

possible background for the text, my concern is as follows: if a given reconstruction is correct, it 

explains why the text is the way that it is; however, the text being the way it is does not 

necessitate that the hypothetical background is correct. In this case, given Johannine community 

situation A, John’s gospel can reasonable be explained on that basis. But John’s Gospel existing 

in its current state does not necessitate community situation A. Many times, Anderson’s 

reconstructions struck me as one possible explanation, but not necessarily true or even probable.  

 The final weakness I found in the book was the concluding chapter, which seemed to be 

an attempt by the author to “evangelize” the readers and guide them into understanding the 

significance of John’s Gospel. Much of this chapter didn’t seem to arise from the rest of the 

book, and sounded like a combination of Bultmannian and postmodern platitudes (cf. the section 

titles “feeling included without becoming exclusive,” “responding in faith without becoming 

dogmatic”). 

And Yet … (Strengths again): Anderson’s book has many good qualities. The fact that he 

doesn’t assume that John is incoherent is a refreshing change (pp. 42–43); he is generally 

positive about the Fourth Gospel, even if he wouldn’t view it as a conservative evangelical 

would. He allows John to be John (mostly) and rejects extreme critical answers for more 

moderate ones (e.g., John’s tensions might be based on his dialectical thinking, rather than being 

from disparate sources). Even though he has no problem with saying that one of the Gospels is 

wrong, he is open to some harmonization between them, and he presents the scholarly opinions 

of others in a sympathetic light. 

 In conclusion, despite the weaknesses, this is a helpful guide into the critical discussions 

about the Gospel of John. It is well-written, packs in a lot of information, and the author is 

generally open to insights from any source, though he himself stands in the critical tradition. I 

would recommend this book for anyone who wants an overview of critical Johannine scholarship 

in general, and Anderson’s perspective in particular. 


