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Providing the Scriptures for the World’s
Illiterate Populations

Bible Storytelling

Nearly one-third of the world’s lan-
guage groups have no portion of the
Scriptures.  SOW’s vision is to provide
God’s Word for these Bibleless groups.  It
is vital for sustained discipleship and
church planting.  However, translators
state that it takes an average of 20 or
more years for the Bible to be translated
into the heart language of a people
group.  A 20-year process also means a
seemingly endless cycle of revisions and
updates before a final version is finally
released.

What makes it even more compli-
cated is the fact that the majority of the
world’s Bibleless people are considered
functionally illiterate.  Over 70% cannot
read or write well enough to function
within a literary society.  Most live in
oral-based and agrarian cultures
that do not value reading and
writing.  Many, therefore, remain
illiterate by choice.  Unfortu-
nately, this also means that the
Bible, even if it were translated
into their language, would still
be “unavailable.”

Bible Storytelling
The obvious question is what

can we do? How can we make
God’s Word available to this vast
segment of unreached, illiterate
and Bibleless people?  And how

do we make it available now?  The
answer is Bible storytelling.  

The Bible is a collection of stories.  It
is estimated that 70% of the Bible is nar-
rative.  The remainder is a combination
of instructional teaching and meditative
thoughts or songs.  Approximately 280
individual stories can be found in the
Bible.  Additionally, these can be linked
together to form one story.  From cover
to cover, the Bible is the story of God
gathering worshippers from every
nation, tribe, people and language —
the created worshipping the Creator.

“When 70% of the
people with whom we
work do not read and
have no desire to
read, the Bible must
be transformed from a
leather-boundbook
into a skin-bound
voice.  The Bible must
take on human form
and change from
words on a page into
a voice that is heard.”  
Phil Disney
Executive Director, SOW International
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Oral  communicators  comprise  over  70% of  the  world’s  population.  



Storytelling offers a quick and
widely acceptable way of making God’s
Word available to those without it.  This
is especially true among oral-based cul-
tures where the methods of learning
and the transfer of information are done
in this manner.

The Oral Bible
If the majority of the unreached are

to understand, accept and proclaim the
gospel, their primary hope for process-
ing God’s Word is to give them an Oral
Bible.  An Oral Bible is a collection of at
least 66 key Bible stories beginning with
the story of Creation and culminating
with the story of the Second Coming of
Christ.  These stories are told chronolog-
ically to prepare the listener for the story
of the Cross. 

SOW believes that developing an
Oral Bible is a key component in our over-
all strategy for several reasons: 

1. It allows key portions of Scripture to
become available almost immedi-
ately. This enables national church
planters to present the gospel, lead

people to faith in Christ
and plant churches,
even before they have
the written Word.

2. It allows the gospel to
be understood by both
literate and illiterate
hearers. Oral communi-
cators (illiterates and
functionally illiterates)
comprise over 70% of
the world’s population.
Having an Oral Bible is
much more likely to be
transmitted and understood by cul-
tures worldwide.  

3. It gives national leaders a process
and procedure for translating the
Bible. As the leaders become more
familiar with the impact of story-
telling they will naturally translate
the stories into their heart language.
The story set gives them an overall
understanding of the Bible.  This
enables them to move more quickly
toward translating the remainder of
the Scriptures.

4. It facilitates church planting. The end
goal of providing the Bible in the
heart language is to make disciples.
The gospel is presented through sto-
ries with the aim of evangelizing,
discipling, and church planting.

5.   It is a proven strategy for reaching
the unreached. In Northern India
and Nepal, the SOW leadership
has witnessed significant evan-
gelism and church planting
among four unreached peo-
ple groups.  Oral Bible story-
telling was used as the
primary strategy.

A Demonstrated
Approach

Bible Storytelling is not
a new idea. It was used by
both Jesus and the Apos-
tles. Historians estimate
that over 90% of those liv-
ing in Palestine in the first
century were illiterate.

Mark chapter 4 says “He (Jesus) was never
without a story when He spoke.” We see
the same approach with Stephen just
before he was stoned and then Paul in
his public discourse as he links the
gospel story back to the prophets.

When a culture that is void of any
exposure to the Scriptures hears Bible
stories in a methodical and chronological
sequence, the story of the cross makes
perfect sense.  Cultural parallels are often
discovered as well.  God has built into the
stories of the Bible elements that allow
hearers, in any culture, to identify with
the characters.  SOW is hearing reports of
missionaries discovering cultural keys to
reaching specific people groups through
Bible Storytelling.

God has a plan for every obstacle —
including illiteracy.  Producing the Oral
Bible allows any culture, at any level of
literacy, in any setting (formal or infor-
mal), to clearly and powerfully proclaim
the gospel of Jesus Christ. ‘
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