
1 Kings 18:20-39 

Rough and somewhat literal translation 

 

(20) And Ahab sent to all the children of Israel. And he gathered (or assembled) 

the prophet at Mount Carmel. (21) And Elijah drew near to all the people. And he 

said, 

How long (will) you (go) limping between two opinions?
1
 If the LORD

2
(is) 

God (then) go after him (or follow him). And (or but) if Baal (then) go after 

him (or follow him).  

And the people did not answer him a word. (22) And Elijah said to the people, 

I alone remain a prophet to the Lord and the prophets of Baal are four 

hundred and fifty men.  

(23) And let them give to us (or let be given to us) two young bulls. And let 

them choose for themselves one young bull. And let them cut it in pieces and 

place it on the wood. And they will not set fire (to it). And I will prepare the 

one young bull and place it on the wood. And I will not set fire (to it). 

(24) And you will call on the name of your god. And I will call on the name 

of the LORD God. And the god/God who answers by fire – he is god/God.  

And all the people answered and they said, Well spoken! 

(25) And Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, 

Choose for yourselves the one young bull and prepare (it) first because you 

are many. And (or then) call on the name of your god and (or but) put no fire 

(to it).  

(26) And they took the young bull that he gave (or was given) to them. And they 

prepared (it). And they called on the name of Baal from morning until midday 

saying, Baal answer us! And there was no sound and no one answering. (27) And 

at midday Elijah mocked them. And he said, 

Call in a loud voice! Because (or surely) he is (a) god. Because (or either) he 

is meditating or away (on business)
 3
 or on the road. Perhaps he is sleeping 

and will awaken. 

                                                           
1
 Difficult to translate although the sense seems clear. 

2
 Hebrew yhwh. Out of respect for the divine name Jewish people usually do not pronounce but 

instead say adona(y) “my lord (or) master”. Usually translated into English as the LORD in small 

caps to distinguish from adon(ay). The Septuagint (Greek translation of the Old Testament) 

translates kurios “lord (or) master”. 
3
 This section is a little unclear – although the words seem clear enough. Elijah is almost 

certainly mocking Baal using stories written about him. Until the 1940s biblical scholars knew 

almost nothing about Canaanite religion except as it is portrayed negatively in the Old 

Testament. Then we found a huge collection of texts at Ras Shamra in Lebanon. Most were 

written in a West Semitic language we now call Ugaritic. For the first time we have hymns and 

stories and rituals written by Canaanites themselves. Baal was the god of thunder and fertility 

and it was believed during the dry season he was dead and had to be revived. 

My first year of graduate school we studied Ugaritic through reading two works of Canaanite 

literature. (My first published article was about a rare word in one of these texts.) My professor 

explained that “away on business” might mean something like “is going to the bathroom” and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetragrammaton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ugarit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ugaritic
https://www.amazon.com/Ugarit-Forschungen-Band-26/dp/3788715375


(28) And they cried in a loud voice. And – according to their custom – they cut 

themselves with swords and with spears until (their) blood (was) pouring (out) 

over them(selves). (29) And they prophesied (or raved)
4
 until (the time) for 

sending up the offering. And there (was) no sound and no (one) answering and no 

response (or sign).  

(30) And Elijah said to all the people, 

Come closer to me.  

And all the people came closer to him. And he repaired the altar of the Lord that 

(was) torn down. And Elijah took twelve stones according to the number of the 

tribes of the children of Jacob to whom the word of the LORD came (or happened) 

saying, Israel shall be your name. (32) And he built with the stones an altar (or he 

built the stones into an altar) in the name of the LORD. And he made a trench 

(large enough to contain) two measures
5
 of seed around the altar. (33) And he 

arranged the wood and he cut the young bull in pieces and he placed (it) on the 

wood. (34) And he said, 

Fill four jars (with) water and pour (it) on the offering and on the wood.  

And he said, Do it a second (time). And they did it a second (time). And he said, 

Do it a third (time). And they did it a third (time). (35) And the water went around 

the altar and even filled the trench (with) water.  

(36) And at (the time of) the sending up of the offering the prophet Elijah came 

near (or approached) and he said, 

LORD God of Abraham and of Isaac and of Israel – today let it be known that you 

are God in Israel and I am your servant and by your word(s) I have done these 

things. Answer me, LORD, answer me. And this people will know (or so that this 

people will know) you LORD (are) God and (that) you have turned their hearts (or 

brought their hearts) back.
6
  

(38) And the fire of the LORD fell and consumed the offering and the wood and the 

stones and the dust. And (even) licked up the water in the trench. (39) And the 

people saw and their fell on their faces and they said, The LORD – he is God. The 

LORD – he is God. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

compared this verse to a line from an Ugaritic text in which Baal has to “go do business” during 

a raucous party. 
4
 Literally “prophesied” using the same word that was used for Hebrew prophets. So what were 

they doing? Is the writer trying to contrast “prophesy” (possession?) with “prophesy” (speaking 

on behalf of God)? 
5
 Hebrew se’atayim so “two seahs” which are a unit of measurement. 

6
 If God turned their hearts back did he turn their hearts away from him? 


