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THE MYSTERY OF REDEMPTION and Christian Discipleship

2   Chapter One

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”1 Holy Scripture begins with these 
solemn words. The profession of faith takes them up when it confesses that God the Father 
almighty is “Creator of heaven and earth” (Apostles’ Creed), “of all that is, seen and unseen” 
(Nicene Creed). We shall speak first of the Creator, then of creation and finally of the fall into sin 
from which Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came to raise us up again. (CCC 279)

INTRODUCTION
he opening chapters of the Book of Genesis tell the story of creation and of God’s special 
relationship with humanity. They relate how God created man and woman out of great 
love and intended every human person to share in his intimate friendship. Among all of 
God’s living creatures, the human person alone was created to know and love God so as 
to share in his own divine life.

Although not intended as a historical or scientific account, these early chapters in Genesis convey many 
profound truths about God and humanity. In the creation narrative, man and woman are made in God’s 
image and likeness,2 thereby enjoying an exalted dignity and a special relationship with the Creator. In 
fact, the creation of Adam and Eve is the pinnacle of God’s physical creation. In this sense, the entire 
world was created to serve humanity.

God entrusted his creation to the care of Adam and Eve. They lived in a paradise God had created 
for them, and they had dominion over all things. However, God gave one commandment to our first 
parents: They were not to eat the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.3 Adam and Eve 
failed to heed this instruction, and their disobedience of this one command disrupted the harmony of 
God’s creation and inflicted sin on humanity— a sin with consequences for our first parents and their 
descendants. 

This first sin, which we call Original Sin, introduced evil, suffering, and death into the world. From 
that moment, every descendant of Adam and Eve — every human person, with the notable exceptions of 
Mary and Christ — would suffer from the effects of Original Sin and would need a Redeemer in order to 
be reconciled with God.

Though Adam and Eve had disobeyed, God did not abandon them; instead, he introduced a new and 
marvelous plan of redemption to restore the friendship they had lost. This first chapter will examine the 
creation of our first parents and their fall so as to provide a backdrop for understanding the necessity 
and importance of Christ’s work of redemption.

First, however, it is important that we understand something about the Bible, or Sacred Scripture, the 
revealed Word of God, the collection of inspired writings that include Genesis and record the unfolding 
story of our salvation in Christ.
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IN THE BEGINNING

Chapter One   3

WHAT CATHOLICS BELIEVE ABOUT THE BIBLE 

For Catholics, there can be no doubt about the importance of the Bible. From the very beginning of the 
Church’s history, Sacred Scripture has always been recognized and revered as the Word of God. The 

Catechism of the Catholic Church strikingly formulates the importance of Sacred Scripture for faithful 
believers: “The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures as she venerated the Body of the Lord: 
both nourish and govern the whole Christian life;”4 albeit Christ’s “Real Presence” in the Eucharist, in 
which he is present Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity, is entirely unique and distinct from his presence in 
Sacred Scripture.5

The seventy-three books of the Bible — twenty-seven in the New Testament and forty-six in the Old — tell 
the story of how God’s plan of salvation has unfolded throughout history. This is called salvation 
history. Salvation history, however, is different from other kinds of history. The Bible not only teaches 
the meaning of past events but also reveals how those events affect every person’s life in every age.

The Bible is inspired and inerrant. It is inspired because God himself guided the sacred authors, who were 
enlightened by God the Holy Spirit to write what he wanted and nothing more. Thus, God the Holy Spirit 
is the principal Author of Scripture; the human writers were the instruments through which he chose to 
reveal himself to his people. Scripture is inerrant because it does not err. God can neither deceive nor 
be deceived. Because the Holy Spirit is the principal Author of Sacred Scripture, it is true and contains  
no errors.

The Expulsion from Paradise (detail) by Natoire. 
This first sin, which we call Original Sin, introduced evil, suffering, and death into the world.
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THE MYSTERY OF REDEMPTION and Christian Discipleship

4   Chapter One

St. Paul Writing His Epistles by Valentin. 
The authors of Scripture did not write the same way as modern authors. To understand what they meant to say,  

we have to understand the way they saw the world.

The Bible Is Sacred Literature 
The Bible is sacred literature because God is its Author. Because Sacred Scripture is written in human 
language, it is possible for humans to understand it. Understanding it correctly, however, sometimes 
requires some preparation and authoritative guidance.

While Scripture is first and foremost the inspired Word of God, it is important to remember that the 
sacred authors employed literary forms and techniques to convey the message that God wanted. Unless 
we understand how those forms and techniques work, we cannot understand the meaning the inspired 
authors wanted to convey to us.

There are many different kinds of literature in the Bible — stories, poems, dialogue, figurative language, 
and others — and the sacred authors used many different literary techniques. Because they lived at 
different times and had different personalities, the kinds of literature and the techniques used to convey 
them are employed in a variety of ways. Those differences make reading Scripture endlessly fascinating.

The Bible is also ancient literature. Even the most recent books of the New Testament were written 
almost two thousand years ago. The authors of Scripture did not write the same way as modern authors. 
To understand what they meant to say, we have to understand the way they saw the world.

The Bible Reveals History from God’s Point of View
It is important to keep in mind that the Bible has a different purpose from other literature. The Bible 
uses many literary forms, but its context is religious. Although some sacred authors could tell great 
stories and write great poetry, it was not literature for literature’s sake: All was in the service of the 
Bible’s religious purpose.

People today usually think of religion in terms of personal experience. But that is not how the authors 
of the Bible — or other ancient peoples — saw it. The word “religion” comes from a Latin word meaning 
“binding.” To the ancients, religion was what held everything together. Their view of history, culture, 
politics, and everything else was essentially a religious view. Because of that view, the Bible writers 
did not write history the way we write history. We tend to view history a mere recounting of important 
events — wars, treaties, inventions, and so on. The main characters in our history are kings, presidents, 
and generals.
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IN THE BEGINNING

Chapter One   5

Although we pretend to write “objective” history— history that tells “just the facts”— all of our history 
is quite subjective. Even by deciding which facts are important to relate and which are not, we make 
editorial decisions that affect the objectivity of our narrative. There is no getting around that personal 
bias in ordinary history, because every history has to be written from a particular point of view, based 
on the facts as they are understood by the writer and his or her own perceptions and interpretations of 
those facts.

But there is one point of view that is completely unbiased. God sees everything exactly the way it is. 
He knows every fact and perceives everything perfectly. The writers of Scripture told history from God’s 
perspective.

To the sacred authors, the important thing about history was what it tells us about God’s relationship 
with his people. Many of the most important characters in Bible history seem to be ordinary 
people — definitely not representative of the princes and principalities of their day. Even Christ himself, 
the Son of God, looked like an ordinary carpenter’s son to most of the people around him.

But those ordinary people carried God’s message, and that made them more important than those figures 
of purely temporal significance who fill our history books. Because God sees history objectively, the 
Bible concentrates on the people who were really important for advancing God’s plan for the redemption 
of the world. In fact, all the history in the Bible is really “salvation history”— the history of how God’s 
plan to save us unfolded through the ages.

THE LITERAL AND SPIRITUAL SENSES OF THE BIBLE

In discerning the meaning of inspired Scripture 
it is traditional to distinguish two senses, the 

literal and the spiritual (cf. CCC 115-119). The 
literal sense is that which the authors intended 
to express. Historical and linguistic analysis, by 
shedding light upon the processes that gave rise 
to the biblical texts, helps to determine the literal 
sense being expressed in the text. 

When reading the Old Testament, it is important 
to understand the literal sense first. In order to 
under stand the literal sense, the various genres 
employed within a text must be taken into 
account — for example, history, law, wisdom, 
poetry, prophecy, apocalyptic, letter, epic, fable, or 
allegory. Difficulties also arise from our temporal 
and cultural distance from the sacred authors. 
Failure to account for these literary genres and 
contexts can lead us astray into false, literalistic 
interpretations. For example, in the Book of 
Genesis, creation is described as having occurred 
in six days. This chapter later notes that the 
sacred author may have been depicting creation 
in terms of forms and the beings that rule within 
those forms (for example, the sun ruling over the 
day). However, a literalistic reading maintains God 
created the world in six, twenty-four-hour days, 
which may not have been what the sacred author 
had intended and seems to contradict what is 
known from natural science.

The spiritual sense is the meaning expressed by the biblical texts when read under the influence of the 
Holy Spirit in light of the mystery of Christ. There should be no contradiction between the two senses of 

Scenes from Genesis, Bulgarian Revival Period. 
Sacred Scripture is not intended by God or by the  
sacred authors to be either a scientific treatise or  

a mere historical record. It is much more.
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