
The Formation of the Gospel of John 

Close study of the Gospel of John indicates that the book went through several stages of composition 

before reaching its final form. Scholars have debated the what, why, and how for over 150 years. As 

believers who trust in the inspiration of the Scriptures, we believe that the Holy Spirit was active in the 

formation of the books of the Bible throughout the entire process (ie., Stages 1 – 5 here in John). God 

did not turn the authors into mindless robots during the writing, but inspired them to proclaim the 

message of the Christ in terms understood by their contemporaries as well as us today. As the Paraclete 

worked in Jesus’ day to spread his truth, so he is also at work today in and through the Gospel of John. 

This schema on the formation of the Gospel of John is based on the work of Raymond Brown, one of the 

top Johannine scholars. 

 

 

Stage 1:  

 

 

 

Stage 2: 

 

 

Stage 3:  

 

 

Stage 4: 

 

 

 

Stage 5: 

 

 

 

Oral traditions about Jesus from 

eyewitnesses 

Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, 

Mark, Luke), “Q” Document (a 

grouping of the “sayings” of 

Jesus used by Matthew & Luke) 

Material sifted, selected, molded into stories and discourses that become part of 

Gospel through preaching & teaching of John, the Beloved Disciple 

Organization of material for the first time into a consecutive Gospel by John, the 

Beloved Disciple – 1st Edition 

Second re-editing by John, the Beloved Disciple, to address new contemporary issues of 

the church such as excommunication from synagogues (9:22-23) 

Final edition of Gospel of John, at or near death of the Beloved Disciple, by “redactor” – 

a close friend or disciple of John; redactor adds more material from Stage 2 including 

the Prologue to John (a hymn), Ch. 21, and possibly other sections in order to preserve 

additional material and apply message to current challenges such as belief that Beloved 

Disciple would not die (21:23); this final version is passed down widely so that 15-20 

years later it is spread from Ephesus all the way to Egypt, where it is found on Papyrus 

#66, the earliest fragment of the Bible extant (dated ~ 125 CE) 
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