
K ll'15L',/ournal of Religious Slrdies Vol. 3, No. 1. (zotg)

A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF'GENESIS CREATION STORY AND
YORUBA MYTH OF CREATION

Esthcr Bamittale Olumide

Department of I{eligions, I Iistory and Heritage Studies.
Kwara State University, Malete. Kwara State

0803281 1040

Introduction

Creation is a phenomenon that can trc understood in different dimensions according to the
angle where it been viewed by individual scholars or group of scholars. The book of
Genesis in the Bibie introduces us to the creator, and creation account is theocentric, not
creature centered. involved God- human and nature. Furthermore, Genesis l-2 accounts
fbr the creation of the v'orld in t\yo perspectives: the Priestly account and thc lewish
account, in both God is seen as the Ruler, of all creation, God alone commands and

controls. This is also applicable in Yoruba myth of creation where Olodumare is

describcd as the creator of the univcrse.

In respect to this research in particular, creation is from the Supreme Being which is God.
The evidences are seen through the different theories by different scholars in their proof
of horv the world came into existcnces. With this, theories of creation will be analyses in
this paper from the vielv point ol Cenesis creation account and Yoruba myth of creation
for the understanding of how the world came into existing. Therefore, the main aim of
this paper is to compare both theories of creation accounts and provide evidence for the
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Abstract
The field of comparative studies in the attempt to appreciate the beauty of God's creation
has persisted in theological research for common denominator in the myths that
surrounds creation story. For several centuries, many people, especially critical scholars
have called attention to the obvious discrepancies belween the creation accounts found in
different theories. True enough- but the narratives are fundamentally very different and
still talking about the sarne event. The aim of this paper is to articulate the relevance of
Yoruba myh in comparism to Genesis Creation Story. To this extent, the comparative
and theological research methods are employed while'relying on secondary sources
factual analysis. The research findings revealed that creation theories lvere theories
indicating that the Supreme Being is thc originator of all creations. God was the first
worker Who created, designed, fashioned, engineered, molded, and constructed the entire
universe, therefore He is the base of all theories about the creation of the heaven and the
carth propounded by different scholars in the past, present arid 6ture world.

Kcyrvords: Comparative study, Creation, Supreme Being, Myh, and Yoruba
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relevance of the Yoruba myth in the Genesis account. With his, how can we relate thc
source of the similarities between the two accounts of creation from different
geographical location?

ln lieu of this, historical and cornparative research method was used in the paper to
achieve a factual, conclusive and successful research work. Historical method is a
techniques and guide line used in prirnary sources, its serves as evidence of researclt

work and study of historical facts in this research. And comparative method was used to
identifu and explain the similarities and differences between the accounts. Conclusively,
it rvas deduced that the Genesis account of creation and Yoruba myth of creation

acknowledged God as the Supreme Being rvho is lhe Originator of the world and every

things that are in the world in respects of the geographical differences in the universe of
the world. More so, both accounts rvill be analyzed stafting from Cenesis account of
creation.

Gencsis Account of Crcfltion
The Biblical creation has to do with purpose in life and in the universe. The creation as

assert by this research brings life, purpose and hope, darkness becomes light and night
become day. Funhermore, the principal lhing ahat must bc undcrstood in comprchcnding
the account of creation is the fact that God is endeavouring to provide mankind lvith the

knowledge of all the essential factors that were involved in the creation processes. God
rvas leaving out nothing that was necessary for humanity to know in regard to these

matters. This is rvhy, some scholars, like Westemlann, says there are two accout'lts of
creation called the priestly and Jervish accbunts, they are quite diverse from one another.

The first narrative Priestly is recorded from Cenesis I : I to 2:4a and the second Jewish is
given from Genesis 2:4 to the conclusion of the chapter. A close comparison of the trvo

historical accounts reveals that they are incompatible to one another in their sequence of
creative events and in the time periods separating those events, though the two narratives

are complementary to one another.l

In actuat fact, the two accounts arc revealing to tnankind a tnarvellous revelation about

the two stages of God's creativc actions in bringing into existence the heavens and the

earth. When we really understand what the Bible is relating to us, we discover that it is
providing a most logical scenario of God's theory ofcreation. The real Story ofCreation
is sensible indeed.2

The Stages of Crcation iri thc Biblc

The fact that there are profound differences between the two accounts is an important
factor in realizing rvhat God is telling mankind concerning thc methods and thcorl h1

which I{e brought into being the things within the environmelrt. God is showing two
stages in the creation process. When He brought into existence the galaxy, the solar

system of which we are part, the earth on which we live, and finally the development of
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ilis crowning achievement (the creation of humankind). He performed those physical
actroDs ll'r t$o creatrve s(ages.'

Though God can create things in an instant, Ihe creative processes that He has rcvealed to
us in Genesis indicate that He ollen takes different periods of tinte to accomplish His
purpose. The Bible shows that God creates things separately and distinctly from one

another and also shorv that God uses various stages to bring into existence the things of
His choosing. God allots periods of time for l{is Creative plans to be brought to fruitiort{
With this; God created the world in six days and rested on the seventh day.

It can be deduced in the Bible that the creative processes of Cod are normally
accomplished in stages one step at a time, and it can be affirm in the narratives of
creation in Cenesis. In astual fact, the creative acts ofCod are still in operation at this
very moment and it will continue to be in evidence for long periods of time in the future
which He has mapped out for the accomplishment of His plan.r According to Dr.
Mafiin's presentalion The Qreatiott of Life.in Contemporary lizes where the Psalms talk
about other creations ofGod that are continuirrg and are ongoing at the present time. God

does not stop creating.6 This article also denotes an additional account of God's creative
process from Psalms 103-106.

Narration ofthe Two Diffcrent Accounts ofCrcation in the Book of Genesis

It behoves us to note that account of creation in the book of Genesis l-2 is divided into
two by some biblical scholars likc Westermann, Ringgren and others who shared the

submission into.Priestly account (P) and Jewish account (J). The Priestly account is in
Genesis l-2:4a and Jervish account is in Cenesis 2b-3. This is not to say that there are no

scholars of the contrary opinion of trvo creation accounts in Genesis creation story. H.H
Hobs agreed in line rvith most lheological inteipreters, he states that, contrary to the

arguments of documentary hypothesis, that there are not two creation stories in Genesis,

the narrative is contirruous. Genesis 2 is not a separate account of creation, but a further
development ofChapter One. Genesis 2:l-5 gives a resume ofchapter one up to the point
of the creation of man. Hobbs, Iike most theological interpreters, asserts that Moses was

the author ofthe Pentateuch, and so, ofthe creation account, writing under the inspiration
ofthe Holy Spirit and he does not doubt the historicity ofthe accounts.T

This rescarch, horvever, rnakes use of the opinion of Westemmann and Ringgren by
using two accounts of creation in Genesis. With this analyse, the two accounts will be

cxamined separately for a proper understanding ofthe creation account in Genesis. .

Priestly Account of Creation in Genesis l-2a

Priestly account examines the origin ofthe universe in order of creation; this implies that
this creation account was made orderly by the creators. The eight acts of creation was

made in six days, heaven and earth first, followed by plants inanimate creatures and then
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animals rvere creaied beforc Inan \yils ercated lastl-\,. l(inggrcn agre.rs that thc narlaliYc in

Cencsis 1-3 was nol honrogcnous bLil cousist of lrvo rtarrativcs. Cenesis l-2,4a is

ascribed to the priestiy rvritcr'(p). this account nrrraiL' crcaLion orderly.8 'fhc follo',ving
narrative are thc affirmative rvord oi ltilggrcn lhat crcation rvas in order.
In Genesis l:3-3 l, God says let thcrc bc light and thcrc rvas light. rvith this light Cod rvas

able to separate it frorn darkness and crcatcd the first day. l-hc lllnranrent was creatcd oi]

the second day u'hich means the hcavcn. and God crcated lhe ea(h and separated it lic'lr
the heavcn, and there rvas hcavett snd the earth called thc third day. With this, the lights

to rule the day and night - the sun. stars and the moon * rvere created on the fourth day.

On the filth day, God created the animals that live in rvater. on iand and on the air'
Finally, on the sixth day God crcated man in his image arrd gave man dominion over all
the things he had created. This analysis has proven to us that creation narrative is in
order.

Westermann obsenes that.in the first account a pondcrous rhythrn approaching a kind of
literary rvhich has the charactcr of a trcmendous monotonc comprising five elemcnts

wlrich are Annotncement: and God said, Cotnmand: let thcre bc, Report: and iL rvas so.

Evaluation: and God saw that it rvas good,'fcmporal Frame work: and tlrere was evening

and there was rnoming, callcd thc day.e l'his narralive cxplain and indicatc horv the

priestly explaincd tlte Genesis crcatiort.

In lieu ofthis, the same struclure alld fulfilrnent lvith minor variation is observable in the

large legal complex stretching frorr Exodus 2:5. through the l.,eviticus to Numbers

chapters 10.'ihis large cotnplex ol'larv belongs according to irim. as does Genesis l. to
prieitly source.'o 'l-he Priestly story of revelatiotr of the creation of the utriverse at the

centre of the Larv or Pentateuch about the beginning of the universc. We now understand

that cverything that happened is sccrt as been liour Cod's comlnauds, thc llllllnrent and

Cod's authentication ofthe universe ofthe rvhole matter ofcreation.

Therefore, there are tw'o structures that are combined in Gencsis chapter i alrd otlc

superimposed on the other. One is that by acts. Cod nrade. lre separatcd and otl:crs. l-he

second structurc that is merged in the Lwo accounts call bc seen in thc accounl of thc

creation ofthe finnament. This is the point where an act is introduced to describc hcu a

creature was created Cod madc the firmalnellt whereas tro act is Ltscd in the creation of
the light in verse three. Instead. there was iight is uscd. With this. thc structure thal the

priestly circle recast an old tradition from the point of view ol that circlc, but.was not

able o entirely assimilate what that traditidn had inhcrited liom an age long past.rr

It is pertinert to nolc that, priestly account indicates that creativc act took place in six

days and Cod rested on the seventy day. The eight acts ofcreation arc distributed ovcr six
days and it shows that creation rvas in order in the priestly accotlnt of creation, thcre

given observance ofthe Sabbath day. to rest as thc day oflhe Lord.
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Jovish Account of Creation in Gcncsis 2b-3

The Diffcrence in the lwo Accounts of Crcation

ln the creation narrative starting rvith Genesis l:l says God created on the first day the
heavens and the carth. The Bible also stated in this creation that the earth \vas empty and

water covered the whole surface of the globe without form, and void and darkness was
upon the face of the deep, Genesis I :2, and verse 7. But the second account shows that

"in the day" God created the hcavens and the earth the land masses were already in
cvidencc and a mist or a strearn or spring from the earth watered the surface of the
ground Genesis 2:4-6, These are the generations of the heavens and of the earth whcn
they were created, verse 2:4a. ln the day that Elohim made verse 2:4b
I . The earth and the heavens,
2. And every plant of the field before it was in the earth, and

3. Every hcrb ofthe field before i1 grerv.13

For Elohim had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was not a man to till the
ground. But tlrere went up a mist from the earth, and watered the whole face of the
ground. Genesis 2:4-6. This is difl-erent from the first account because in it the dry
ground did not emerge tiom the water that covered the globe until the third day Genesis

l:9-13. This is the first diffcrence we cncounter. Therc is even more profound
variances.t4

ln thc second account, the next thing that follows the creation of the heavens and the

ea(h was the formation of Adarn a mald human being Genesis 2:7. We are told that

Adam was created beford there werc any planls and herbs of the field verse 5. The fact

that plants were brough! into cxistence after Adam is stated in the tlvo verses following
thc account of Adam's creation vcrses 8 and 9. But in the earlier narrative, the plants

were created on the third day Gcnesis l:ll-13 a full three days belore the creation of
Adam.rs
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'fhe second account of creation rnade no riferences with the origin of the heaven and the
cafih but present a complete account of creation and it focal point is the creation of man.
l he Jervish account narrate horv God created man by forming man from the dust of the
ground and breath into his nostrils the breath of life, this made man to become a living
being. Creation of man and horv Cod put man in the garden to oversee every otlier
creature and gave him dominion over everything He created are the priority in the Jewish
account. Holvever, before the creatiorl of man in Jewish account, there had been the
desert land where plants grew, frorn this creature gradually came into being in order of
plants, animals, rnan and lvoman. This indicates that the story originated in a region
where drought appears as enemy of man probably in Palestine or somewhere on the edge

of the desert.l2 This second account focuses mainly on the creatiorl of man and how God
place man in a convenient place of abode.
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The second narrative also shows cvery beBst ofthe field and every bird ol the air as being
created alter Adam verses 18-20, but in cenesis I the living creatures (beasts. cattlel
creeping things) were created on the sixth day and before Adam was rnade alive. And
while the first chapter of Genesis shows that both Adam and Eve were created in the
latter part of the sixth day cenesis l:26-31, in the segonSf narrative Eve rvas created from
Adam's rib after the plants and the animals were bro&ghi into existence oenesis 2:21-25.

ln spite of these differences, it is absurd to think that Moses was unaware: he knew that
there were major variances in the accounts. These'differences did not deter him from
placing them together, one after another, in the $rst two chapters of Genesis. The
recording of these different accounts was Moses, gay of showing to mankind the two
stages of creative theory and development that God used to bring into existence are the
heavens and earth. The second account was similar rlith the yoruba my,th ol'creation and
this is explained below. 

rJ

Yoruba Creation Myth ' I

Myth is a story which is believcd to be true and has its origin in the far distant pasr
history ofa people. Alagoa says that they ar_e historical information transmifted orally by
processes peculiar to each community.lu Myhs are manmade stories that ;lai
explanatory functions in the African understanding of reality. The Eneyclopaedia
Britannica defines myh as; a story handed down in oral form from our forefatheis who
explain reality, concepts and beliefs and further serves as expianations of nature event
such as creation!, origin of things, and history of a race or a people.rT This shows that
myth is not just product of human imagination. 

^but a direct expression of reality.
Anyanwu says that man cannot live without mlths.l8 The reason is qirite obvious: man is
a being that cannot bear to live with certain questions unanswered that is why he sits
down to formulate myths to make those questions answerable. Thus, man is a myth
making animal as Anyanwu opines. Some thinkers have rightly observed that myths are
pre-philosophic in nature; that philosophy sta(ed where myths stopped, whish
presupposes that philosophy has its roots in myths,re There are differeni nanative of
Yoruba myth by different scholars, this may be as a result of how they understand the
m)4h or each narrative may come from different yoruba ethnic group and background.
Therefore, some ofthe narrative by differcnt scholars will be analyse.

However, the Yoruba tribe of West Africa has a myth about how they were created.
According to Bolaji ldowu, the earth was once a watery, marshy waste. Above was the
sky and heaven which was the abode of Olodumare and the divinities, with some other
beings. The watery waste constituted, in a way, sporting place for those dwellers above.
On it they used to descend by strands of spider's web which also formed bridges by
which they walked over it, some of them came down from time to time for the purfose of
hunting. However, Olodumare conceived the idea and at once carried it into'effect, He
summoned Orisa-nla, the arch divinity, to His presence and charged him with the duty
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and He gave hirn the materials nceded, a leaf packet of loose earth in a snail's shell and

for toolia five-toed hen and a pigeon.20

Orisa-nlathrew the loosc eafth on a suitable spot on the watery waste, he let loose the

t 
"n 

uni,fr. pigeon; and these immediately begin the work of.scattering and spreading the

loose earth ,n'til u g."ut portion of the wasie was covered' Orisa-nla went back and

;;;;;J a, obduiare ihat the work had been accomplished' he disPatched tlle

"fr'o,""f.on 
to go down and inspect what had been done'I The chameleon was chosen due

io t i, 
"*troo,iinary 

carefulniss and delicacy with which it moves and acts in any

situation. In his firsi visit, hc took back the report that the earth was wide enough but was

,-i y"t ,uffi"i"ntly dry for any further operation'- From. his second report' it rvas both

*ial 
"r""gir 

r-a sufficiently diy. Wherefore, the place wlrere the work began was named

.lIe. means'to bc rvide according 1o Yoruba land' Thc prelx lle was added rvlrich signifies

ihat it was the original hornc ofalland to distinguish it from other town called 0e.--

Fauna explains fu(her that in the beginning, there was onty the sky above' water and

nrarshland belorv. The chief God Olirun riled the sky, and the goddess Olokun-r.uled

rvhat rvas below. Obatalo,another god, reflected upon this situation' then went to 0/oru,t

for'f"r*irrion to create dry land foi all kinds of Iiving creatures to inhabit He was given

;fit;;; ,o n" .ought adri." from orttnmila, oldest son of olorun and the god of

;;;;i;;;i; iie *u, tota"ne would need a gold chain long enough to reach below' a snail's

,t cit liiiea with sand, a white hen' a black cat, and a palm nut, all of which he was to

.rr.y i', , U"g. att rtr" goat contributed what gold they had, and Orunmilg supplied the

articics tbr the bag.-'

When all rvas ready" Obatala hungthe chain from the comer of the sky' placed the-bag

over his shoulder, and started the d"ownrvard climb When he reached the end ofthe chain

he saw tlrat hc stiil had some distatrce to go From above, he lteatd Arunmila instruct him

i" p"rr,fr. sand iiom the snail's shell, ind also immediately release the white hen. I'le

dii as he rvas told, rvhereupon the hen landing on the sand began scratching and

scattering it about. Wherever the sand landed it formed dry land' the bigger oiles

L""oi"i"! hills and the smaller piles valleys obatala lumped to a hill and named the

placc lfcl'fhe dry land now extcnded as far as he could see'"

l{e dug a lrole, planted the palm nut, and saw it grow to maturity in a flash' The mature

;;il;" dropp"d *or" palm nuts on the ground, each of which grew immediately to

i aturity und iepeatecl theiproce ss. Obatala settled dorvn with rhe cat for company. Many

ltr""rfrJ prt."a, and he giew bored *ith his routine' He decided to create beings like

himself io keep him company. tle dug into the sand and soon found clay with which to

*"rfJ f'grr"t iife nimseif and .tu.t"Jon his task, but he soon grew tired and decided 1o

i"f." 
" 

Uti"f. I-le made wine from a nearby palm tree, and drank bow[' Not realizing he

*u. arrnt , Obarala ret$rned to his task tfl fashioning the new beings; because of his
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condition he fashioned many impert-ect figures. Without realizing this, he called out to
()lorun ta breathe life into his creatures.:s '

The next day he realizes ivhat he irad done, and soon lfe prospered and became a city. All
the other gods were happy with r.vh at ()batalc had done, and visited the land often, except

ior Olokun, the ruler of all belorv the sky. She had not treen consulted lsy Obatala, and

grew angry that he had usurped so much of her kingdom. When Obatala returned to ltis
home in the sky for a visit, Olokwt summoned lhe great wa:'es of her vast ocean9and

se!']t tlrem surging across the land. Wave alter wave she unieashed, until much of the land

rvas under';vater and many of tl:e people rvere <irorvned. Those that had fled to the highest

iand beseeched the god Esa who had been visiting, to return to the sky and report what

rvas happening to them. Esa demanded sacrifice be made to Obatala and himself before

he would deliver the message. The people sacrificed some goats, and Esr returned to the

sky. When Orunmila heard the news he climbed down the golden chain to earth, and cast

many spclls rvhich caused the flood rvaters to retreat and thi dry African land reappear'2u

Yoruba my4hs gives a deep understanding on how the universe, heaven and the earth \Yas

rnade by Olotlumare who is also called Olorun, the owner of heaven through his

divinities rvhom he assigned to do it by given him Obatala all the necessary material

according to the two version ol narrative lve analyse above. This will lead us to the next

creation tlreory by the science.

Comparative Study of Cenesis Crcation Account and Yoruba Myth

86

Areas of Similatities
The whole scenaribs of creation started from "ln the beginning", which is the same

English translation of the word Bereshit in Hebrew and the word Genesis. Genesis I : I
begins with ex nihilo cieation, as does the Yoruba creation mytlr. Out ofthe nothingness,

God creates the heavens and the ca(h. In Genesis I:3, God begins !o creale and separaled

things to create the natural order: night an<i day, sun anC moon, seas and lanc!. vegetatian

and anirnals.2T This is similar to the Yoruba aecount of creation of celestial entities and

anirnals. 'lhese again are both creation accounts that work in stages, rather than in one

single creative event.

Genesis then moves on io tell of the ereation of humans. There are two biblical accounts

of lruman creation in Cenesis: Genesis l:26 and Genesis 2:7. Genesis l:26 has humans

appear ex nihilo, with God creating man in God's image, male and fernale in the same

event. Genesis 2:7 can be compared 1o the Yoruba account of Obatala creating humans

out of clay, as God does forming man out ofdust from the ground, and woman from one

of man's ribs. Genesis also has the placement of humans in the order of the world. Cod
gives the first humans dominion over all ofthe creatures, but prohibits them from eating

fron certain trees. In comparison to some Africans creation rnyhs, the Bushongo myh
has a Bantu saying "Behold these wonders. they belong to you" to the first humans. Also.
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the Zarnbian myth has Kantonu punished for defiant beha.viour. These leads us to some

silent rhcrnes in both creations that u ill be examine bclor.r .'"

Also, both account agreed witlr the theological interpretation of the creation account. 'fhe

concept of God as the creator was conceptualised by both account. For example, the

Yoruba people express the attribute of God as the creator in their sayings, prayers, and

song according to Arvolalu and Dopamu.2e tn the beginning God created the heaven and

the earth and everything rvithin orderly either by himself or through the divinities'

Furthermore, creation was seetr to be rnade by God and by some heavenly bodies. When

Cod says in Genesis l:26 let us make man in our image, indicating that God was not

alone when he was creating the heaven and the earth. While in Yoruba myh it u'as

clearly stated that Olodurnare worked with divinities and assigned Obatala the second in

command to him to go and create the earth. With this, it shows that both Genesis account

and Yoruba rnyths agreed Cod and some hbavenly body.

Points of Diffcrences
Howcver, it must be pointed out that we cannot expect two creation stories from (rvo

different people from different locality to be alike in details. As a result of this, there are

striking differences whereby few in both accounts will be analyse in this research. In the

first place, there is the Yoruba account of man's origin which is different from Genesis

account. For exarnple, the Yoruba account explain how the divinity Obatala engage in

moulding hurnan structure from the dust, iu the process he got drank and mould some in a

dcformed rvay before Oloduntare now breath on the figures lvhile the Genesis account

sirnply says that God made man out of dust of the ground and breath into his nostrils the

breath of life. Genesis 2:7

ln Genesis account ol creation, creation rvas rnade by God through the word of
command. In Genesis 1:3 "And God said let there be light, and there was tighf'. The
priestly account narrates the creation story that God commands and through it the

universe rvas tnade and therealler Cod rested. While in Yoruba creation myth Oloduntare
assigned the creative rvork to the highest ranking divinity called Obatala. According to
chaptcr four where Yoruba creation m)th was analysed by Bolaji ldowu rvho says

Obatala was given the materials needed for the creation of the earth and he came

downward through spider's web.30

The days of creaiion in both accounts are of different days. 1'he priestly account analyses

the crcation days to bc six days. Genesis l:31, 2:l-3. And God rested on the seventh day

of creation, sanctified it and made it a special day of rest. In Yoruba myth of creation,

some scholars like Bolaji ldowu and others did not speciry the number of days of
creation3l while scholar tike Ademiluka says Yoruba creation was made in four days and

Olodunore rested on fiflh day which was quite different from the priestly account of
creation.l2
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ln conclusion, there is no divergent viery against the obvious similarities between the
Genesis creation story and Yoruba myth. According to our findings, it can be clearh'seen
that Yoruba myth finds relevance in Genesis creation story. Wilh the cutcome of the two
methods used, horvever, it can be concluded that Yoruba myth was extracted from the
Genesis creation story as seen in the sources of how Yoruba people from Africa was able
to come in contact with the Palestine through the sojourn of the lsraelite in Egypt and
commercial transaction that existed between the two natiotls.
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