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Understanding the Gospel: Exegetically and Theologically 
 

Some Free Grace people use their dogmatic theology to 

interpret the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15, but 

unfortunately their definition of the gospel is not based 

on solid exegesis. For example, one groundless gospel 

advocate writes that a "major reason why the burial and 

post-resurrection appearances of Christ are not technically part of the gospel, and 

therefore not part of the required content of saving faith, is the double occurrence 

of the phrase, 'according to the Scriptures' in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4. This 

prepositional phrase provides symmetrical literary markers in the passage that 

distinguish the actual content of the gospel from the evidences for that gospel."[1] 

Similarly, Pastor Dennis Rokser of Duluth Bible Church writes that "the burial of 

Christ's body, as well as His being seen by others after His resurrection, are not 

integral components of the Gospel (as 'according to the Scriptures' are not attached 

to these statements)".[2] It's important to notice that these conclusions are 

theological conclusions, not  exegetical conclusions. This is significant because as 

Charles Ryrie has said, "Accurate theology rests on sound exegesis. Exegetical 

studies must be made before theological systematization, just as bricks have to be 

made before a building can be built."[3] What's more, the exegesis of the passage 

actually argues against the conclusion that the twice repeated phrase "according to 

the Scriptures" in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4 distinguishes "the actual content of the 

gospel from the evidences for that gospel." In light of the exegesis of the text (that 

https://web.archive.org/web/20230314212742/https://1.bp.blogspot.com/-Eu6lEhFRr1E/XWFWpVtcMCI/AAAAAAAADK0/R_tLtgLHKiAihovM2XgkdJ_MjMZWaB0tQCLcBGAs/s1600/Ryrie-Exegesis.jpg


is, getting the meaning of the passage out of the text itself), it is not the twice 

repeated phrase "according to the Scriptures" that marks out the content of the 

gospel, but rather the four hoti content clauses in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 that reveal 

the actual content of the gospel! R. J. Sider explains: “There is no reason for 

limiting the traditional element to [1 Corinthians 15] vv. 3-4 as does HERING. Since 

the series of hoti ["that"] clauses depending on paredoka ["I delivered"] continues 

through verse 5, vv. 3-5 would seem to be the minimum which can be designated 

with certainty as part of that which Paul had received. The traditio, then, included a 

citation of at least some of the eyewitnesses….The verification of Jesus’ resurrection 

by the citation of the carefully preserved tradition of eyewitnesses is, accordingly, a 

significant part of the Gospel which Paul considers of ‘first importance’….There are 

four clauses introduced in the same way with hoti, and the latter three are 

connected in an identical fashion with kai: that...He died…and that He was buried, 

and that He was raised…and that He was seen.”[4] Sider goes on to make a 

theological point: "One can of course grant that Christ's death and resurrection are 

mentioned more often than his burial and appearances, and are in some sense 

more important items of belief. But this in no way leads to the conclusion that the 

burial and appearances (ophthe) are not independent issues to be discussed in 

addition to the death and resurrection."[5] In other words, Christ's burial and 

appearances are not somehow swallowed up or subsumed by the death and 

resurrection simply because the latter are emphasized more. To put it another way, 

Christ's burial and appearances do not magically disappear from the content of the 

gospel (or the things "of first importance") simply because the death and 



resurrection are in some sense more important. Yet this is the reductionist 

reasoning of groundless gospel advocates. Stegall supposes that a theological 

emphasis on Christ's death and resurrection equates to an exclusion of the burial 

and appearances from the gospel.[6] Such reasoning is non sequitur however, 

because an emphasis on one truth does not automatically mean the exclusion of a 

related truth. It will be helpful to discuss this whole issue of "theological weight" in 

more detail so as to avoid any misunderstandings. 

 

There are two senses to consider in regards to the relative weight of each part of 

the gospel: the exegetical sense and the theological sense. Notice the order, first 

the exegetical and then the theological. As to this order, Charles Ryrie remarks: 

"Biblical Theology stands in the closest connection to exegesis, for it builds directly 

upon it."[7] With this in mind, the following observations can be made: 

 

EXEGETICALLY speaking, all four verbs in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 are coordinate and 

their meanings are copulative.[8] Stegall seems to agree that all four verbs are 

coordinate.[9] However, he doesn't agree that the four verbs are linked together by 

the kai conjunction in the simple "copulative" sense where these "words are piled 

together" in a "chain".[10] Notice what A. T. Robertson says in his classic book A 

Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research (p. 1182): 

"The simple copulative idea [i.e. joining together coordinate words or word groups 

and expressing addition of their meanings] is, however, the most common use of 

kai where words are piled together by means of this conjunction....The chain with 



kai as the connective may go on indefinitely....So we have kai hoti three times in 1 

Cor. 15:4 (kai to connect hoti clauses)." Similar to how Stegall fails to mention the 

grammatical point noted by Daniel Wallace in his textbook that the Greek word hoti 

in 1 Corinthians 15:3ff is a "content conjunction"[11], it is telling that Stegall never 

once mentions these exegetical truths by A. T. Robertson concerning the copulative 

sense of the kai coordinating conjunction in 1 Corinthians 15:4ff! Sadly, Stegall's 

groundless gospel is "theologically contrived, not exegetically derived."[12] As R. J. 

Sider and other scholars[13] have noted regarding the exegesis of the passage in 1 

Corinthians 15, "it is necessary to insist on the fact that the syntax by no means 

supports any hypothesis which subordinates 'he was buried' to 'he died'. 

Syntactically, hoti etaphe [i.e. 'that he was buried'] is as independent of 'he died' as 

it is of 'he was raised'."[14] Sadly, Stegall simply dismisses these exegetical 

considerations with a virtual wave of the hand by saying, "Both the burial and 

appearances are parallel to Christ's death and resurrection according to the syntax 

of the passage, but this still does not make them elements of the saving gospel as 

we shall see."[15] Stegall then proceeds to talk about the "greater theological 

magnitude" of Christ's death and resurrection, but in so doing he is in effect putting 

the cart before the horse, because as Charles Ryrie has noted, "Accurate theology 

rests on sound exegesis."[16]  

 

THEOLOGICALLY speaking, all four verbs in vv. 3-5 do not all carry the same 

theological weight within the things "of first importance" (1 Cor. 15:3). All four 

verbs are indeed "of first importance" (1 Cor. 15:3), but within this framework two 



are primus inter pares, or first among equals. (This principle of "first among equals" 

is evident not only within the gospel, but also within the Trinity, the family, the 

greatest commandment,[17] the kings of Israel,[18] the twelve apostles,[19] and 

the elders of the local church.[20]) Although all four verbs in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 

are exegetically parallel and part of the gospel, they do not all carry the same 

theological weight within the gospel. A few examples will suffice in this regard. 

First, notice that the double occurrence of the phrase "according to the Scriptures" 

(1 Cor. 15:3, 4) is only attached to Christ's death and resurrection. In contrast to 

what groundless gospel advocates would have us believe,[21] with the twice 

repeated phrase "according to the Scriptures" (1 Cor. 15:3, 4), the apostle Paul is 

simply corroborating and clarifying the theological truths of Christ's death for our 

sins and His resurrection forevermore, not somehow cutting or curtailing the 

content of the gospel! In 1 Corinthians 15:3b and 4b Paul adds theological truth to 

the bare facts of Christ's death and resurrection: "Christ died for our sins" (the truth 

of justification in seed form) and "was raised on the third day forevermore"[22] (the 

promise of eternal life in seed form). These theological truths are according to, or in 

conformity with, the Scriptures (see Isa. 53:4-12; Ps. 16:8-11; Acts 13:34-37; cf. 

Rom. 6:9; Heb. 7:25; Rev. 1:17-18, etc.). Garland affirms: "That Christ died and 

that he was resurrected on the third day are facts, but their meaning is interpreted 

by the Scriptures."[23] By contrast, in 1 Corinthians 15:4a and 5 Paul does not add 

theological truth from the Scriptures to the historical facts of Christ's burial and 

appearances to the twelve disciples. Paul simply declares the historical events: "He 

was buried" (1 Cor. 15:4a) and "He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve" (1 Cor. 



15:5). The gospel (including the historical events of Christ's death, burial, 

resurrection, and appearances) was of course "promised beforehand through His 

prophets in the holy Scriptures" (Rom. 1:2; cf. Ps. 22:1-22; Isa. 53:1-12; Rom. 

10:16, NKJV; 1 Pet. 1:10-12, etc.), but Paul's point in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 is to 

affirm that the theological facts of Christ's death "for our sins" (cf. Isa. 53:4-12, 

etc.) and resurrection on the third day forevermore (cf. Ps. 16:8-11, etc.) are 

indeed "according to the Scriptures" and just as much part of the good news as the 

historical facts of the gospel! Thus, while all four facts in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 are 

part of the gospel and "of first importance" (1 Cor. 15:3), Christ's death and 

resurrection have more theological weight. Consider a second example showing that 

the truths of the gospel have various theological weights. Notice the emphasis on 

Christ's substitutionary death in Scripture. This gospel truth is emphasized the 

most, as Stegall even indicates.[24] It is the heart of the gospel message.[25] Paul 

preached "Christ crucified" (1 Cor. 1:23). Paul equates the gospel with "the word of 

the cross" (1 Cor. 1:17-18).  And he says that he "determined to know nothing 

among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified" (1 Cor. 2:2). Is Christ's 

resurrection excluded from the gospel because it doesn't carry the same theological 

weight as His death? Of course not! Yet this is one of the reductionist reasonings of 

groundless gospel advocates in regards to Christ's burial and appearances. Such an 

interpretation goes against the plain and obvious meaning of Paul's words in 1 

Corinthians 15 where he clearly includes Christ's burial and appearances not only in 

"the gospel" (1 Cor. 15:1), but also in the things "of first importance" (1 Cor. 



15:3ff). And so we see that within the gospel, within the things "of first 

importance," there exists the principle of primus inter pares, or first among equals. 

 

In reality, this whole discussion regarding "theological weight"[26] is beside the 

point in answering the question "What is the content of the gospel?" It is telling that 

while Stegall is vocal and verbose about the "theological weight"[27] of the various 

hoti clauses in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, he is completely silent regarding the exegetical 

truths noted by Daniel Wallace and A. T. Robertson that these clauses are content 

clauses and that the kai coordinating conjunctions which connect them are to be 

understood in the simple "copulative" sense where "words are piled together" in a 

"chain"![28] These key exegetical truths are foundational and irrefutable, and that 

is probably one reason why Stegall simply avoids them — because they highlight 

the error of his groundless gospel. He is redirecting the discussion away from these 

exegetical truths to discuss something that is beside the point in terms of the actual 

content of the gospel. The issue of "theological weight" is beside the point (in 

determining the actual content of the gospel) because the content of the gospel is 

determined from the exegesis of the text, not from the theology of the text; for we 

would not have theology if it did not first come from exegesis (as Ryrie has noted). 

Furthermore, the content of the gospel is not affected by the theological weight of 

the clauses. In other words, even though Christ's burial and appearances have less 

theological weight than Christ's death and resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, all 

four clauses still remain content clauses of the gospel because each is introduced by 

a hoti (or kai hoti) content conjunction.[29]  



 

In conclusion, we can summarize by saying that all FOUR verbs in 1 Corinthians 

15:3-5 are part of "the gospel" (1 Cor. 15:1) and are "of first importance" (1 Cor. 

15:3). Among these four equals it is apparent that in terms of "theological weight" 

TWO are primus inter pares, or first among equals: Christ's death for our sins (1 

Cor. 15:3), and His resurrection on the third day forevermore (1 Cor. 15:4). And 

among these two equals ONE is primary, that being Christ's death for our sins — 

which ALONE paid the complete sin debt (1 Cor. 15:3; cf. Jn. 19:30; 1 Cor. 1:17-18, 

23, 2:2, etc.). 
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the burial and appearances are clearly [?] seen to be semantically subordinate to 
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