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(GENESIS 1 AND ANCIENT
EGYPTIAN CREATION MYTHS
Gordon H. Johnston

OR MORE THAN A CENTURY many scholars have read the He-

brew creation account in Genesis 1 in the light of parallels

from Mesopotamia (particularly Enuma Elish),! and more

recently Ugaritic literature.? Both describe divine conflict with the

mythical waters of chaos. Despite its popularity there are two fun-

damental problems with suggesting that Enuma Elish provides the
conceptual background of the Genesis 1 creation account.

First, although Enuma Elish and Genesis 1 each begin by

mentioning the original primordial waters from which creation
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would eventually emerge, the etymological connection between the
name tidmat, “Tiamat,” and the Hebrew noun t¢hém, “watery deep,”
remains a matter of debate.?

Second, more significantly there is no hint of divine conflict
between God and the primordial waters in Genesis 1.4

Nearly a century ago two biblical scholars—A. H. Sayce and A.
S. Yahuda—drew attention to parallels between Genesis 1 and
Egyptian creation myths, which they claimed were tighter than the
putative Mesopotamian parallels. However, their work fell on deaf
ears for several reasons: (a) scholars’ fixation on the Mesopotamian
materials, which were more widely known and accessible; (b) criti-
cal assumptions that Genesis 1 should be classified as P, dated to
the exilic or postexilic period, and assigned to a Babylonian prove-
nance; (c) failure to take seriously the biblical tradition of Hebrew
origins in the land of Egypt; and (d) general lack of familiarity with
the Egyptian language and literature dealing with creation.® Nev-
ertheless contemporary biblical scholars have begun a groundswell
of support for an Egyptian background.” Ironically a significant
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number of Egyptologists have been suggesting this very relation-
ship for years,® but their observations largely went unnoticed by
those who rarely venture into Egyptology or the influence of Egypt
on ancient Israel. What follows is a survey of some of the more im-
portant connections between Genesis 1 and Egyptian cosmogonies,
noting both striking similarities and stark differences.? This article
makes no claim to original research in the Egyptian literature it-
self. Rather, it simply summarizes some of the more important
conclusions of recent scholarship in primary Egyptian sources and
attempts to make these more accessible to a broader audience.

Basic FEATURES IN EGYPTIAN CREATION TRADITION

Egyptian religion featured four major versions of the same basic
mythic cycle of creation, each represented by rival sanctuaries: He-
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liopolis, Hermopolis, Memphis, and Thebes.1® These creation my-
thologies are reflected in four major Egyptian cosmological texts:
the Pyramid Texts (PT), from the Old Kingdom period (Dynasties
4-5: ca. 2613-2345 B.C.);!! the Coffin Texts (CT) from the Middle
Kingdom Period (Dynasty 12: ca. 1991-1786 B.C.);!2 the Book of the
Dead from the New Kingdom period (Dynasties 18-19: ca. 1570~
1220 B.C.);1® and the so-called Shabaka Stone, preserved in a text
from king Shabaka (716—-702 B.C.), but dating to the Old Kingdom
(Dynasty 5: ca. 2494-2345 B.C.).14
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ford, The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002); George Hart, Egyptian Myths (London: British Museum Publi-
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Each version followed the basic storyline: (1) the original un-
differentiated monad evolved into primeval waters (Nun); (2) out of
these waters (Nun) emerged Atum, the demiurge creator-god, who
was generated/self-generated in the waters; (3) his generation in
the waters was manifested by a sudden appearance of supernatu-
ral light; (4) at the dawn of time Atum the creator-god appeared on
the primordial hill when the waters receded; (5) Atum generated
the Ennead, manifest in the creation of the material world; (6) the
apex of this theogony/cosmogony was the generation of Ré/Ré-
Amun and corresponding creation of the sun as his divine image,
whose birth was represented by the first sunrise; (7) the daily re-
currence of the sunrise and sunset represents a continual process
of a one-day creation mythology; (8) the creation of humanity was
an accidental event—humanity sprang from the ground from the
weeping (alternately tears of sorrow or joy) of the creator-god; (9) at
the end of the one-day creative activity, the creator-god rested in
satisfaction, not weariness; and (10) the creation cycle is completed
by the mythical physical birth of pharaoh as the firstborn of Ré/Ré-
Amun as the ruler of the terrestrial realm corresponding to the sun
god’s role as ruler of the celestial realm.

PARALLELS BETWEEN (GENESIS 1 AND THE EGYPTIAN
CREATION TRADITIONS

The technical studies noted above have identified three kinds of
parallels between Genesis 1 and the Egyptian creation traditions:
lexical, structural, and thematic/conceptual.l® The following section
will briefly summarize the most striking examples of parallels in
terms of literary structure and thematic/conceptual content.
Although Genesis 1 shares several thematic/conceptual paral-
lels and perhaps a few lexical parallels with Enuma Elish, it does
not share structural parallels in its overall storyline. On the other
hand Sayce observed that the sequence of events in Genesis 1 es-
sentially mirrors that of the tradition of Hermopolis, reflected in
the Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts, dating from the Old Kingdom
period but still current during the Middle and New Kingdom peri-

15 In particular see Sayce, “The Egyptian Background of Genesis 1,” 421;
Hoffmeier, “Some Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2 in Light of Egyptian Cosmology,”
42-46; Currid, “An Examination of the Egyptian Backgroud of the Genesis Cosmol-
ogy,” 20-38; Atwell, “An Egyptian Source for Genesis 1,” 451-65; and Shetter,
“Genesis 1-2 in Light of Ancient Egyptian Creation Myths,” 8-11.
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ods.'® Hoffmeier agrees with Sayce’s analysis.1”

Hermopolis: Pyramid Texts
and Coffin Texts

1. Pre-creation condition: life-
less chaotic watery deep

2. Breath/wind (Amun) moves
on the waters

3. Creation of supernatural
light (generation of Atum)

4. Emergence of primordial hill
“in midst of Nun”

5. Procreation of sky (Shu)
when Nun was raised over
the earth

6. Formation of heavenly ocean
(Nut) by separation

7. Formation of dry ground
(Geb) by separation

8. Humanity accidentally cre-
ated by tears of Atum

9. Sun created to rule the world

Genesis 1:1-2:3

1. Pre-creation condition; life-

less chaotic watery deep

2. Breath/wind of Elohim

moves on the waters

3. Creation of supernatural

light (creation by God)

4, Creation of firmament “in

midst of the waters”

. Creation of sky when waters

were raised above the fir-
mament

6. Formation of heavenly ocean

when waters were separated

. Formation of dry ground

when waters were gathered

. Sun and moon created to

rule day and night

. Creation of humans to rule

the world as the image of
God

as the image of Ré

Atwell and Strange also note parallels between the sequence of
events in Genesis 1:1-2:3 and in the Shabaka Stone,!8 representing
the “Memphite theology,” published during the New Kingdom pe-
riod, but most likely going back to an original document from the
Old Kingdom period. The additions/modifications to the traditional
Egyptian myth are italicized below.

16 gSayce, “The Egyptian Background of Genesis 1,” 421.

17 Hoffmeier, “Some Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2 in Light of Egyptian Cosmology,”
42,

18 Atwell, “An Egyptian Source for Genesis 1,” 449-67; and Strange, “Some Notes
on Biblical and Egyptian Theology,” 350-55.
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Memphis: Shabaka Stone

. Pre-creation condition: life-
less chaotic watery deep

. Breath/wind (Amun) moves
on the waters

. Thought and word of Ptah
creates Atum (light)

. Emergence of primordial hill
“in midst of Nun”

. Procreation of sky (Shu)
when Nun was raised over
earth

2

3

Genesis 1:1-2:3

Pre-creation condition: life-
less chaotic watery deep

Breath/wind of Elohim
moves on the waters

Word of God creates light

Creation of firmament “in
midst of the waters”

. Creation of sky when waters

were raised above the fir-
mament

. Formation of heavenly ocean 6. Formation of heavenly ocean
(Nut) by separation when waters were separated

. Formation of dry ground 7. Formation of dry ground
(Geb) by separation when waters were gathered

. Sun created to rule the world
as the image of Ré

9. Earth sprouts plants, fish,
birds, reptiles, animals

. Creation of plants . . . later

fish, birds, reptiles, animals

. Sun and moon created to

rule day and night

10. Creation of man as divine
image, food to eat, dominion

10. Creation of gods’ statues,
cult sites, food offerings

11. God completes activity and
“rests” (in satisfaction)

11. Ptah completes activity and
“rests” in satisfaction

A few subtle but significant differences occur in the order and
framing of events in the Genesis 1 account in comparison with the
Egyptian version, probably reflecting an ideological redaction or
theological polemic against the Egyptian prototype. In the light of
the tight parallels Strange concludes, “The similarities in detail
and structure are too close to be accidental.”!?

19 Strange, “Some Notes on Biblical and Egyptian Theology,” 345.
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THEMATIC/CONCEPTUAL PARALLELS

The four elements of the pre-creation cosmos. The Hebrew depiction
of the pre-creation state of the cosmos seems to echo the Egyptian
idea of original infinite nothingness, an undifferentiated Monad—
the infinite, static, lifeless, dark primordial sea.2® The four cosmic
phenomena of Genesis 1:2 may be polemically demythologized
counterparts to members of the Ogdoad of Hermopolis, the so-
called “chaos gods.” The Ogdoad represented the four primal ele-
ments of the pre-creation condition, two primordial features
(boundless undifferentiation, infinite obscurity) and two primordial
entities (primordial water, primal wind).2! Genesis 1:2 also depicts
four primal elements at the beginning of creation: two primordial
features (empty formlessness, obscure darkness) and two primor-
dial entities (watery deep, divine wind=Spirit of God).

1. “empty formlessness” (tohii wavohi) is similar to Egyptian
“boundless undifferentiation” (Hehu)

2. “darkness” (hosek) parallels Egyptian “infinite obscurity”
(Keku)

3. “watery deep,” “primeval abyss” (t¢hdm) is like the “pri-
mordial water” (Nun)

4. “Spirit/Wind of God” (ridh *¢lohim) parallels “divine
wind/soul” of the creator-god (Amun).22

” &

Now the world was undifferentiated formlessness [tohi
wavohii = Hehu), and darkness [hosek = Keku] was over the
surface of the primordial watery deep [téhém = Nun]; but the
divine wind [riddh ’élohim = Amun] was hovering over the
primeval waters [hammdyim = Nun].

20 For example Morenz, Egyptian Religion, 173-74. A growing number of scholars
hold this view, including Sayce, “The Egyptian Background of Genesis 1,” 421; idem,
“Cosmogonies,” 267-68; John Albert Wilson, “The Nature of the Universe,” in Before
Philosophy, ed. Henri Frankfort (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1946),
61; and Hoffmeier, “Some Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2,” 42-44.

21 1n 1933 Sayce noted, “The Octead [sic] was composed of a formless deep, an
illimitable chaos, darkness, and a breath; the Hebrew cosmogony begins also with a
formless (16h) deep, illimitable chaos (wad-bohil), darkness, and breath” (“The Egyp-
tian Background of Genesis 1,” 421).

22 Wilson, “The Nature of the Universe,” 61; Henri Frankfort, Kingship and the
Gods (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948), 154-55; and Hoffmeier, “Some
Thoughts on Gen 1 and 2 in Light of Egyptian Cosmology,” 42.
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The Ogdoad (the Eight) consisted of four pairs of Egyptian
gods: the four male primeval cosmic forces and their four female
consorts, each pair consisting of one negative (disorder) and one
positive (order) force. According to the Hermopolis tradition the
cause of creation originated in the Ogdoad, proclaimed as “the fa-
thers and mothers” of Nun and Atum, the creator-gods of Heliopo-
lis. These four divine couples preexisted in the primordial water
before it became the god Nun. Tension between the four sets of
males and females created energy that stirred up the lifeless water,
transforming it into the living god Nun (Coffin Texts, Spells 75-80).

Creation of supernatural light within/upon the primordial cos-
mic waters before the creation of the terrestrial sun. According to
the tradition of Hermopolis the first creative act was the emer-
gence of light from the primeval gloom and darkness. After millions
of years of the darkness of the primeval waters, the god Atum
(later Ré-Atum) evolved/emerged out of Nun. As the sun-god his
first act was to manifest himself as light—before he formally cre-
ated the sun.? In the Pyramid Texts Ré was born in Nun prior to
the existence of the sky and the earth (PT §1040). In the Coffin
Texts the creation of Ré takes place in the midst of Ogdoad, that is,
the four elements of the precreation state of the cosmos: “in the
darkness (kkw), the primeval sea (nw), the chaos (tnmw), and the
gloom (hhw)” (CT II.4). As his first creative act in the dark primor-
dial chaos Ré states, “I lighten darkness” (CT II.5). However, it was
not until after that event that the gods “gave birth to the sun-god,”
that is, the sun was created after the original supernatural light.
The Egyptians believed that the primordial gods created super-
natural light to dispel the primeval darkness as the first act of
creation when they stood for the first time on the primordial hill-
ock. This is also reflected in the name, “Isle of Flames,” given to the
primordial hill of Hermopolis.

This mythic background may explain an otherwise seeming
anomaly in Genesis 1. On Day 1 God is depicted breaking into the
darkness and formlessness of creation by calling forth a supernatu-
ral light that dispelled the darkness of the primordial gloom and
chaos (v. 3). Since the sun was not created until Day 4 (v. 16), the
light created on Day 1 was not meant to be considered the light
from the sun, but light from deity (v. 3). Whereas the divine light
as the first act in Egypt was the manifestation of the self-
generation of the creator-god from the darkness of the primeval
waters, the appearance of supernatural light in verse 3 resulted

23 Gayce, “The Egyptian Background of Genesis 1,” 421.



Genesis 1 and Ancient Egyptian Creation Myths 187

from divine command, not divine self-generation. While the Egyp-
tian creator-god Ré/Ré-Atum came into existence at this point, the
God of Israel is preexistent and the supernatural light was not a
manifestation of His self-creation, but of the power of His com-
mand, “Let there be light!” The appearance of this motif in Genesis,
far from marking the moment of the self-generation of God, is a
case of the Hebrew author indulging in a bit of one-upmanship.
Yahweh is superior to Ré/Ré-Atum, Egypt’s god of light.

The means of creation: spoken word/divine fiat. Several writ-
ers suggest that creation by divine word in Genesis 1 is analogous
to Mesopotamian cosmogony.? Babylonian Enuma Elish opens by
describing the precreation state as a time when things had not yet
been “named.” Marduk later displays his power in what is more a
stunt than an act of creation when he proves his word can “wreck
or create” by making images appear and disappear on command
(Tablet IV, lines 25-26). Nevertheless Marduk does not actually
create the cosmos by utterance, but by gruesomely splitting Tia-
mat. Marduk does call objects into existence, however, by naming
them. Genesis 1 indeed reflects this ubiquitous motif of creation by
naming an object. However, God is pictured as creating first by is-
suing a divine fiat, but then only after the item had come into exis-
tence did He name it. Only in ancient Egypt was creation by divine
word viewed as official dogma. Hoffmeier observes, “While the doc-
trine of creation in response to divine command is widespread in
Egyptian literature, it is not to be found in Babylonian cosmolo-
gies.”?5 Egyptian scholar Redford notes, “Genesis 1:1-2:4 and 2:4—
24 have long been claimed to display clear dependence on Mesopo-

tamian creation stories. However. . . . the divine fiat, ‘God said,
“Let there be . . .,”’ reminds us not of Mesopotamian myth, but of
Egyptian.”26

Creation by divine word/fiat appears in rudimentary form in
the Coffin Texts, dating to the Old Kingdom (ca. 2686-2188 B.C.).
Nun, personification of the primeval waters, brings the first life
into existence by speaking in the midst of the four elements of the
Ogdoad (cf. Gen 1:2-3): life is created “according to the word of
Nun in Nu, in Hehu, in mmmw in Keku” (CT II. 23). Shortly thereaf-

24 For example E. A. Speiser, Genesis, Anchor Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday
1956), 8-13; and W. G. Lambert, “A New Look at the Babylonian Background of
Genesis 1,” Journal of Theological Studies 16 (1965): 287-300.

25 Hoffmeier, “Some Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2,” 45,

26 Redford, “Four Great Origin Traditions,” 396—-400.
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ter the command of Atum brings about the creation of vegetation
and animal life (CT II. 42—-43).

Creation by divine fiat appears in pristine form in the so-called
“Memphite theology” of the Shabaka Stone from the New Kingdom
(ca. 1740-1100 B.C.). Ptah, the creator-god, brings about creation by
the combination of conception in his heart (=thought) and the com-
mand of his tongue (=speech). This concept of the logos creation is
also seen in Hymn to Ptah, dating to the late eighteenth or early
nineteenth dynasty (ca. fifteenth century B.C.): “The One says in his
heart, ‘Look, may they come into being!’ 27 Many Egyptologists see
in the Memphite cosmogony of Ptah's creation by the combination
of thought and word the root of the later Greek notions of nous
(“mind”) and logos (“word”) that would eventually develop into the
so-called logos doctrine of creation in Alexandria, the center of Jew-
ish Hellenistic logos speculation of creation.28

The concept of creation by divine fiat so dominates Genesis
1:1-2:3 that it provides the framework for the six days of creation.
Divine fiat is expressed by the series of jussives (vv. 3, 6, 9, 11, 14—
15, 20, 24) and a set of imperatives addressed to sentient beings
(vv. 22, 28). The climactic cohortative, “Let us make man” (v. 26),
often the center of Trinitarian discussion, might express the motif
of thought (resolution) in the heart, followed by command of the
tongue. The cohortative also connotes divine thought (resolution) in
the heart in Genesis 11:6-7, where God first considered what to do
and then acted.

Emergence of primordial hillock from receding waters. To visu-
alize the beginning of creation the Egyptians used the mythical
image of a primordial mound emerging from the primeval waters.2®
This image was familiar to them from the annual recession of the
waters of the Nile at the end of the inundation season.30 According
to Egypt, Atum was floating in the midst of the infinite waters in
an inchoate state as the seed of potential life (as “he who is in his

27 M. Mogenson, “A Stele of the XVIIIth or XIXth Dynasty, With a Hymn to Ptah
and Sekhmet,” Proceedings of the Society for Biblical Archaeology 35 (1913): Plate
IL

28 J. H. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt III (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1906), 54; and Erik Iversen, Egyptian and Hermetic Doctrine (Copenhagen:
Museum Tusculanum, 1984).

29 A-A. Saleh, “The ‘Primaeval Hill' and Other Related Elevations in Ancient
Egyptian Mythology,” Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archiiologischen Instituts 25
(1969): 110-20.

30 van Dijk, “Myth and Mythmaking in Ancient Egypt,” 3:1699-1701.
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egg”). At the dawn of creation the waters receded and the primor-
dial hillock emerged on which Atum, as the first living being, came
into existence (PT §§587, 1652).3! The beginning of creation of the
material world was the sudden appearance of a primordial hillock
rising from the watery void.32

The primordial mound was both the place where Atum began
to “create/develop” himself and a manifestation of Atum. In fact the
mound is called Atum. In one version the Waters gave birth to the
mound as the manifestation of Atum. When the waters receded at
the beginning of time, on the dry ground sat Atum the creator-god,
represented in reptilian, insect, or avian form, or as Ré-Atum, the
creator sun-god, rising on the hill as the sun rose on the eastern
horizon. Taking his stand on the mound, Atum performed the crea-
tive acts that brought the created world into being. As the original
locus of creation, the primordial hill was sacred space.32 In the He-
liopolitan version of the creation myth the hill was identified as the
site of the sacred precinct of the temple of Heliopolis. In the Her-
mopolitan version, the hill was identified as the site of the temple
of Hermopolis, as in the version of Thebes, which identified the
first hill with its temple.

Numerous studies note the dramatic parallel between the
emergence of the primordial hillock from the waters—a theme
common to all major Egyptian creation myths—and the appear-
ance of the dry ground from the waters in Genesis 1:9-13. Whereas
the waters are deified in Egypt, receding of their own volition and
giving birth to the mound, by the manifestation of the creator
Atum, the Genesis waters are inanimate and recede at the com-
mand of God, exposing the dry ground, also a created object. While
highlighting the distinct monotheistic emphasis of Genesis 1, At-
well says of the motif of the mythical primordial hillock, “The pic-

31 The earliest extant witness to the motif of creation through the emergence of the
Primordial Hillock appears in the Pyramid Texts that were inscribed for the reigns
of Unis (Dynasty 5), Teti, Pepi I, Merenre, Pepi II (Dynasty 6), and Ibi (Dynasty 7).
Each inscription was discovered on a tomb monument at Saqqara. See also R. Anti-
hes, “Remarks on the Pyramid Texts and Early Egyptian Dogma,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society T4 (1954): 36-39. Of 759 utterances, 13 refer directly to
an act of creation (PT §§ 222, 301, 484, 486, 506, 527, 558, 571, 587, 600, 609, 660,
and 684).

32 Saleh, “The ‘Primaeval Hill' and Other Elevations in Ancient Egyptian Mythol-
ogy,” 110-20.

33 For discussion see J. K. Hoffmeier, “Sacred,” in The Vocabulary of Ancient
Egypt: The Term DSR, with Special Reference to Dynasties I-XXI, Orbis Biblicus et
Orientalis (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1985), 171-77.
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ture is in complete accord with Egyptian concepts where the emer-
gence of the first piece of dry land as the waters recede is a univer-
sal feature which has been absorbed into all cosmologies.”3* While
the original location of the primordial hill was limited to the indi-
vidual rival cultic centers of Heliopolis, Hermopolis, or Thebes,
Genesis 1 presents the original primordial dry ground as the whole
earth. The sacred precinct of the Creator was not limited to a small
hillock marked by a single cultic shrine; rather the whole earth is
the sacred precinct of the God of Israel.

Generation of dry air and humidity, subsequent separation of
dry ground and heavenly ocean. In Egyptian cosmic geography the
three elements—earth, air, sky—are alive. The sky is the goddess
Nut, the ground is her husband Geb, the dry air between is Shu.
Originally Geb (ground) and Nut (sky) were enjoying an eternal
embrace as husband and wife. However, creation of the material
world began when Shu (dry air) separated the two lovers to create
inhabitable space for Atum to reside. Egyptian iconography shows
Shu standing with feet planted on Geb below and arms out-
stretched lifting Nut above. However, the two lovers continually
struggle against Shu; they want to resume their embrace. There-
fore Shu must continually hold back the heavenly ocean (sky). In
one version Shu is assisted by helpers.

Genesis 1 clearly rejects the Egyptian polytheistic deification
of the sky, ground, and air. It does not, however, dramatically dis-
tance itself from Egyptian cosmic geography. According to Genesis
1:6-7, the sky separates the waters below it and above it. The wa-
ters below were confined to one place and called “seas” (v. 10). On
the other hand the “waters above” are depicted as a heavenly ocean
located above the sky and therefore above the sun, moon, and
stars, which are placed in the sky and therefore below the heavenly
ocean (vv. 14-19). Day 2 pictures God constructing a cosmic water
dam (ragid9, which He places in the middle of the primordial ocean
(v. 6). Longman and Ryken note, “Firmamentum is the Latin trans-
lation for Hebrew ragid, a pounded brass dome over the earth,
‘hard as a molten mirror’ (Job 37:18), which separates the waters
from above from the waters below and keeps them from flooding
the world (Gen 1:7).”3% God constructed this cosmic dam to separate
the primordial sea into two bodies: the waters above the ragidc and

34 Atwell, “An Egyptian Source for Genesis 1,” 456.

35 “Cosmology,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, ed. Leland Ryken, James C.
Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998), 170.
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the waters below the ragidc (vv. 6—8). God placed this cosmic dam in
the sky to hold up the heavenly ocean and keep its waters from in-
undating the world below (cf. 7:11; 8:1). Just as Shu’s strength was
required to hold up Nut (sky), the rdqid testifies to Yahweh’s
strength in the sky (Ps. 150:1).

STRIKING SIMILARITIES AND DRAMATIC DIFFERENCES

The number of parallels and degree of correspondence between
Genesis 1 and major Egyptian creation myths is remarkable.36 It is
difficult to dismiss them as mere coincidence.?” In his cautious dis-
cussion of the comparative method Ringgren notes that tight liter-
ary and ideological parallels between neighboring Semitic cultures
often reflect some kind of “real historical connection.”38 What kind
of “real historical connection” is reasonable to posit? Redford sug-
gests, “It may in fact prove to be a simple case of linear borrowing,
albeit accompanied by a purposeful intent to ‘demythologize,’ or it
may turn out to be a mere sideshow in a far more widespread and
complex pattern of cultural exchange.”3® Atwell remarks, “The con-
clusion is stark and compelling: ancient Egypt provided the foun-
dation tradition which was shaped and handed on by successive
priestly [sic] generations.”4® Hoffmeier and Currid, two evangelical
Egyptologists, also suggest that these Egyptian creation myths in-
fluenced the way the Israelite author thought and talked about
creation; however, they suggest he recast this inherited tradition to
make it acceptable within orthodox Yahwism.4! The stark differ-

36 Atwell observes, “When the template of ancient Egyptian creation traditions is
held up against the Genesis 1 creation account there is a quite remarkable corre-
spondence” (“An Egyptian Source for Genesis 1,” 465).

37 Currid writes, “There exists such a magnitude of parallels that it could not be by
mere chance. Dare we say that it was a freak of antiquity? I think not” (“An Exami-
nation of the Egyptian Background of the Genesis Cosmogony,” 39). Likewise
Strange says, “The similarities in detail and structure are too close to be accidental”
(“Some Notes on Biblical and Egyptian Theology,” 358).

38 «It is obvious that certain mythical elements can be present in various mytholo-
gies without the myths themselves being identical. . . . In the case of the ancient
Near East it is difficult to avoid the assumption that there is also some real histori-
cal connection when one element occurs in two or more places” (Ringgren, “Remarks
on the Method of Comparative Mythology,” 411).

39 Redford, “Four Great Origin Traditions,” 400.
40 Atwell, “An Egyptian Source for Genesis 1,” 467.

41 Hoffmeier, “Some Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2,” 45; and Currid, “An Examina-
tion of the Egyptian Background of the Genesis Cosmogony,” 39-40.
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ences in Genesis that seem intentionally polemical were ideologi-
cally driven and reflect a Yahwistic redaction of the culturally
shared Egyptian prototype.

As impressive as are the thematic continuities, the ideological
discontinuities are more significant. First, the Hebrew cosmogony
rejects all notion of theogony. Second, the Israelite cosmology re-
jects any hint of pantheism. Third, the Yahwistic version of crea-
tion is clearly monotheistic. Fourth, the apex of creation in the He-
brew version is not the generation of the sun as the im-
age/manifestation of the sun god, but the fashioning of humanity
as the image of Yahweh. Fifth, the distinctive seven-day frame-
work of Genesis 1 is an ideologically loaded paradigm shift away
from the one-day pattern of recurrent creation brought about each
morning with the sunrise symbolizing the daily rebirth of Ré-
Amun, the sun god creator as embodiment of Atum, the primordial
demiurge creator. Sixth, Yahweh is self-existent, unlike the self-
generated Atum.

The Egyptians conceived of the various elements of the mate-
rial world as the embodiment, physical manifestation, or terrestrial
incarnation of the individual gods. The sun was the terrestrial
manifestation of the sun god Ré (later Ré-Amun). The sky was the
incarnation of Nut, the ground the embodiment of Geb, the dry air
between was the male deity Shu and moist humidity was the god-
dess Tefnut. The primordial sea was Nun, the original womb of
Atum, the original creator-god. Atum was called the All or One be-
cause all that he created (immaterial gods and material world) was
simply an extension of himself.

The Egyptian creator was immanent in his creation. Creation
in Egyptian cosmogony was not ex nihilo, but was a transformation
of the immaterial deity into his material manifestation. The pro-
creation of the gods was the means of the creation of the material
world (e.g., the birth of Shu is the creation of the sky [dry air], and
the birth of Geb is the creation of the ground). Even Atum was pro-
created; the primeval waters (Nun) were his father and mother (al-
though some versions depict Atum generating himself in the womb
of the primeval waters). Likewise the primeval waters, once the
lifeless infinite monad, transformed itself in the waters of life from
which all living beings and things in the cosmos would ultimately
spring. Egyptian cosmogony was in effect theogony.*2 In Coffin Text

42 For example in the Sun-Hymn of Haremhab it is said of the creator-god, “You
are a divine youth, the heir of eternity, who begot yourself and bore yourself”
(Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt II1, 9). In the Leiden Papyrus, the creator-god
Amun generated himself: “joining his seed with his body, to create his egg within his
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714, for example, Nun describes his own creation of himself.

I am Nun, the one with no equal.

I came into being there [i.e., primordial hill]

I came into being on the Great Occasion of the inundation.
I am he who flew, who became Dbnn who is in his egg.

I am he who began there in Nun.

See, the chaos-god came forth from me.

See, I am prosperous.

I created my body in my glory;

I am he who made himself;

I formed myself according to my will and according to my
heart.

Nun then became father/mother of Atum; however, Atum is
said to have generated himself (one version explains that Atum
was one with Nun). This initial moment of the creator-god’s self-
generation was said to have occurred, “in the beginning” (lit., “at
the head” of time). Through a process of self-impregnation, Atum’s
mouth functioned as maternal womb of his paternal seed, which he
spat out and sneezed out, giving birth to his son Shu (dry air) and
his daughter Tefnut (moist humidity), respectively. As first divine
husband and wife, Shu and Tefnut begat the male Geb (dry
ground) and female Nut (sky=heavenly ocean). They in turn gener-
ated two sets of sons and daughters: Isis and Osiris, Seth and
Nephthys. Thus the Heliopolitan cosmogony is the story of the
theogony of the nine primal gods, the generation of the Ennead.
This family genealogy was completed by its tenth descendant, with
the birth of the sun god Ré, represented by the first sunrise as the
apex of creation. The later developments of Hermopolis, Memphis,
and Thebes all reprise this common theogony, but they attempt to
give better account of the generation of Nun the primordial waters
and Atum the demiurge creator.® Egyptian cosmogony was thor-

secret self’ (A. Gardiner, “Hymns to Amon from a Leiden Papyrus,” Zeitschrift fiir
Agyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde 42 [1905}: 25). The creator-god Amun was
he “who came into being by himself’ (E. Chassinat, La temple d’Edfou II [Paris:
Memoires de la Mission archeologique francgaise au Caire, 1892], 87). Atum said, “I
came into being of myself in the midst of the primeval waters in this my name of
Khopri” (Book of the Dead §85). Likewise, “I am Re-Atum who himself molded
[khnumed] himself” (Coffin Texts, Spell 601).

43 In the Shabaka Stone, expressing the so-called “Memphite Theology,” the Mem-
phite priests assert that Ptah-Nun gives birth to Atum the creator-god (1.50a). The
Pyramid Texts state that Re was born in Nun before the existence of sky, earth, and
the conflict of Horus and Seth (PT §1040).





