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Introduction 
This booklet provides a concise overview of an emerging 
paradigm of Bible translation that is focused on the estab-
lishing and strengthening of a “lingual church”—a portion of 
the global church that is linguistically homogeneous, speak-
ing either the same language or variants that have a suffi-
cient degree of mutual intelligibility, and including all tradi-
tions that are faithful expressions of sound doctrine (Eph. 
4:1-6; 1 Tim. 6:3; Tit. 2:1). The Bible translation process is 
led by leaders of the church and done by believers translat-
ing into their own language, as an integral part of their theo-
logical and spiritual formation. The essential objective of 
this “church-centric” paradigm of Bible translation is a lin-
gual church that is firmly rooted and grounded in sound 
doctrine (Eph. 4:11-16; Col. 2:5-7; 1 Cor. 15:58) and is char-
acterized by faithful living (Eph. 4:1; Col 1:10; 1 Thess. 
2:12). 


Tim Jore, unfoldingWord

https://ccbt.bible
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This book intentionally avoids going into significant detail on 
the complex and interconnected aspects of Church-Centric 
Bible Translation, as they are addressed at length in various 
works, including:

•	 “An Emerging Paradigm of Bible Translation” 

(ccbt.bible)

•	 “The Gateway Languages Strategy” 

(unfoldingword.org/gateway)

•	 “Trustworthy and Trusted”  

(unfoldingword.org/trustworthy)

•	 “From Unreached to Established”  

(unfoldingword.org/established)

•	 The Christian Commons 

(thechristiancommons.com)

If you have questions, comments, or would like to connect 
with others involved in Church-Centric Bible Translation, 
please visit ccbt.bible/contact.




https://ccbt.bible
https://unfoldingword.org/gateway
https://unfoldingword.org/trustworthy
https://unfoldingword.org/established
http://thechristiancommons.com
https://ccbt.bible/contact
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This booklet is organized into five sections:

1. 	 How did we get here?

2. 	 The emergence of 21st century missions

3. 	 Church-Centric Bible Translation

4. 	 The two obstacles hindering the global church (and how 

to overcome them)

5. 	 What Bible and mission agencies can do to help
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Part 1: How did we get here? 

  


In this section we will consider some of the key historical 
events and factors that have brought about the context in 
which Church-Centric Bible Translation is occurring and that 
make it possible. 
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The significance of 1974 

  


In 1974, the Lausanne Congress clarified the concept of the 
Great Commission as a mandate to make disciples of all 
ethno-linguistic people groups. This eventually led to large-
scale church-planting movements and the development of 
church-based theological education, with the objective of 
providing scalable theological training for the leaders of new 
churches. Later on, the rise of technology and globalization 
provided the infrastructure to accelerate the changes al-
ready occurring. 
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Countries receiving missionaries 

  


As churches and mission agencies scaled up to reach un-
reached people groups, the number of missionaries sent out 
greatly increased, particularly to Asia.
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Countries sending missionaries 

  


The composition of the countries involved in sending mis-
sionaries has gradually changed over time. Today, most 
missionaries are sent from Africa, Asia, and Latin America 
and the percentage is expected to increase.
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Growth of the church, by world region 

  


The composition of the global church by world region has 
changed significantly since 1900, when only 5% of the 
global church was in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Today, 
over 75% of the global church is from these regions, and 
that percentage is expected to increase.
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The global church (1900) 

  


The growth of the global church into regions of the world 
that were largely unevangelized is shown in the maps on 
this page (the world in 1900) and the next (the world in 
2000). In 1900, the global church was predominantly in Eu-
rope, North America, and the Pacific (colored yellow in this 
map).
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The global church (2000) 

  


The growth and shift of the global church into Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America is reflected in the changed colors in this 
map (many countries in these regions are orange or yellow).
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The rise of internet-enabled mobile  
technology 

  


The connecting of the world through fiber optic cables and 
mobile communications providers in every country has cre-
ated significant global changes. In the past, production and 
distribution of content was governed by scarcity: content 
was analog (e.g., radio broadcasts) or comprised of atoms 
(e.g., printed books), which made production and distribu-
tion of content expensive, which resulted in there being rel-
atively few producers of content. The digital era is governed 
by abundance: content is digital, is relatively inexpensive to 
create and can be shared at virtually no cost, which results 
in anyone with a mobile phone or other digital device being 
able to create and share content.
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Globalization 

  


The global spread of internet-enabled mobile technology 
has also accelerated the growth of industry, resulting in sig-
nificant changes at a global scale, including: rapid econom-
ic development of some countries, wealth shifting to differ-
ent parts of the world, new employment opportunities in 
many industries, urbanization, and language change.
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A context for change 

  


The expansion of the global church in the last few decades, 
together with all the changes occurring in technology and 
globalization are contributing to significant changes in world 
missions.
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The success of 20th century missions 

  


To suggest that change is happening (and needed) does not 
imply the failure of those who have gone before. Quite the 
opposite, it suggests that they succeeded, and because 
they did, new approaches to achieving the objective of 
world missions are needed.
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Part 2: The emergence of 21st century 
missions 

  


In this section, we will consider three aspects of world mis-
sions with regard to the expansion (breadth), establishing, 
and equipping (depth) of the global church.
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Paradigms 

  


Our assumptions about the world affect our ability to per-
ceive what is actually happening, which is necessary for the 
formation of useful strategies and achieving effective out-
comes. In order to understand what is happening in world 
missions in the 21st century it may be helpful to consider 
what a paradigm is, and how they change.
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A reconstruction of the field 

  


When germ theory became the new paradigm of treating ill-
ness, it completely displaced the assumption that “bad air” 
caused diseases. This also happened during other par-
adigm changes, such as the heliocentric view of the solar 
system replacing the geocentric view. It is futile to attempt 
to extend an old paradigm to account for anomalies, or 
merge the old with the new. 
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A large but never complete overlap 

  


Nevertheless, the new paradigm will overlap in some ways 
with the old, at least for awhile. This should not be misun-
derstood as redundancy or merely an incremental adjust-
ment, as the new paradigm, when fully formed, will more ef-
fectively solve more problems (or meet more needs) than 
merely the area of overlap.






20

Three missional paradigms 

  


The increased focus on unreached people groups in the ear-
ly 1980s resulted in church-planting and disciple-making 
movements that are continuing to expand the breadth of the 
church. This is creating an urgent need for leadership devel-
opment and theological training which has led to an ap-
proach to theological education that is scalable, inexpen-
sive, and generally trains leaders in the context of their own 
congregations and existing relationships (Church-Based 
Theological Education). This, in turn, is creating a greatly in-
creased need for translations of the Bible and other biblical 
resources in the languages of these new church leaders. 
This is driving the emergence of a new paradigm of Bible 
translation that equips lingual church leaders with the con-
tent, tools, and training they need to translate the Bible into 
their own languages with excellence (Church-Centric Bible 
Translation). 
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Equipping the church to build itself up 

  


A primary objective of these paradigms is to establish the 
church and equip it so that it can build itself up, as Paul de-
scribed in Ephesians 4:11-16. In Church-Centric Bible 
Translation, a primary objective is to equip the leaders of 
churches with the content, tools, and training needed to 
translate the Bible with excellence into their own language, 
as well as using it to teach sound doctrine and refute bad 
doctrine.
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Equipping the church to equip others 

  


In terms of the missions task, we may do something (in or-
der of effectiveness) for the church, with the church, or 
equip the church to do the task for themselves. But it is not 
until we equip the church to equip others that we move be-
yond a linear growth rate to one that is exponential, as Paul 
described in 2 Timothy 2:2. To the extent that 21st century 
missions equips the church to equip others, it resembles 
the same general patterns and principles of first century 
missions.
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Linear growth 

  


The linear progression of “doing for/with” and “equipping to 
do” can be shown by considering a mission organization (or 
person, or team) that has the capacity to accomplish two 
objectives within a given time frame (which we can call a 
generation). Whether they have achieved the objective for 
the church, with the church, or equipped the church to do it 
for themselves, they will have achieved a total of six objec-
tives by the end of three generations.
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Exponential growth 

  


But if the objective instead is to “equip equippers” such that 
the church is not only able to achieve the objective but 
equip others to do so as well, a completely different growth 
pattern occurs. By the end of the first generation, they still 
achieve only two objectives, but they achieve a total of eight 
by the end of the second generation, and a total of 22 by 
the end of the third.
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1% is halfway 

  


This kind of progression is difficult to understand, because 
compounding growth defies the linear thinking to which we 
naturally gravitate. For example, if you were to take 20 steps 
from your front door, you would be approximately 20 meters 
from your front door. But if you took 20 exponential steps 
from your front door (each step doubling the distance of the 
previous step), you would go around the planet 13 times! In 
a linear process, halfway to completion is 50%. But for a 
doubling process, 1% is halfway.




26

Part 3: Church-Centric Bible  
Translation 

  


In light of the contextual factors and concepts we have con-
sidered, we now turn to Bible translation as it is transitioning 
into the 21st century.
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The limitation of using a single metaphor 

  


To the extent that a concept (like Bible translation) is con-
sidered by using a single metaphor, there are aspects of the 
concept that will be enlightened by the metaphor, but there 
are other aspects of the concept that will be hidden from 
view.
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Quality Control—the manufacturing 
metaphor 

  


Bible translation is frequently considered in light of a manu-
facturing metaphor, where products are assembled and in-
spected for quality before making them available.
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“Bible-Centric Bible Translation” 

  


All the essential aspects of this “Bible-centric” paradigm of 
Bible translation fit with the manufacturing metaphor.
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What is the actual Bible translation need? 

  


In general, the “Bible-centric” paradigm considers the re-
maining Bible translation need to be significantly less than 
the estimates suggested by lingual church leaders them-
selves. Furthermore, the “Church-centric” perspective tends 
to look at the completion of all needed translations in all for-
mats required for effective use, which suggests consider-
ably more remains to be done than what is often assumed.
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Equipping the global church for sound 
hermeneutics 

  


When it comes to studying and interpreting the Bible accu-
rately, we are advised to use not only the Bible, but many 
other resources that help us to understand it correctly and 
avoid reading our own assumptions and theological errors 
into it.
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When the church owns their own  
theological formation 

  


Not surprisingly, church leaders in thousands of people 
groups want the same kinds of resources as we use in their 
own languages, so that they also can study and interpret 
the Bible faithfully.
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The Bible-centric paradigm’s looming crisis 

  


The far greater number of Bible translations and formats 
needed than what many assume, together with the far larger 
scope of biblical resources needed by the global church for 
sound hermeneutics creates a daunting challenge. This par-
ticularly true as the number of translation consultants is not 
large to begin with and is expected to decline significantly in 
the next decade.
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The (essential) objective of world missions 

  


In this context, it may be helpful to reconsider the essential 
objective of world missions. In light of the account of the 
early church in Acts, as well as the epistles written to the 
churches, it seems that Jesus’ apostles understood that His 
mandate to “make disciples of all people groups…” was to 
be an ongoing, multiplicative process that is accomplished 
in the context of well-established churches.
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The biblical concept of establishing 
churches 

  


The New Testament authors write at length about the con-
cept of establishing churches, and use various metaphors 
to explain it. Children grow to adulthood; students become 
teachers; infants who consume only milk mature to the 
point of eating solid food; seeds are planted, watered, and 
grow; foundations are laid and buildings constructed, etc.
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Establishing the church 

  


With regard to a (lingual) church, the Bible suggests that 
there may be four different states in which it may exist. 
There may be no church (an unreached people group), the 
church may be young and forming (becoming established), 
the church may be failing (losing its way), or it may be an 
established church (that, while never perfect, is always 
seeking to increase in maturity and obedience to the Lord).
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Increasing capacity—a gardening metaphor 

  


Although there are production aspects in Church-Centric 
Bible Translation that call to mind the manufacturing 
metaphor, an additional metaphor that describes the 
process of growing to maturity helps shed light on impor-
tant aspects of this paradigm.
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The difference between a trustworthy and a 
trusted Bible translation 

  


The trustworthiness of a Bible translation (the objective real-
ity) is not always aligned with a lingual church’s trust of the 
translation (their subjective perception). A translation may 
be trustworthy but not trusted, or it may be trusted but not 
trustworthy. It is important that church leaders be equipped 
with the content, tools, and training that enable them to 
know that they are trusting trustworthy translations.
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Two stages of Church-Centric Bible  
Translation 

  


The rate at which a Church-Centric Bible Translation project 
progresses (in terms of the amount of effort expended com-
pared to the amount of content created or changed) tends 
to change perceptibly at the point that the translation be-
comes “text complete.” The process of translating some-
thing in every verse (Stage 1: Production) generally results in 
more content created with relatively less effort than is need-
ed to take the complete draft and confirm its trustworthi-
ness (Stage 2: Precision).
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A lingual church’s perception of  
trustworthiness 

  


As the translation progresses through these stages, the lin-
gual church’s perception of trustworthiness also changes. 
Before the translation is drafted, it is clearly not trustworthy, 
as the gaps in it are self-evident. But once the translation is 
“text complete,” the translation is potentially trustworthy, 
but further checking and refinement may be needed before 
it becomes unambiguously trustworthy.
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Trustworthiness through many revisions 

  


As the lingual church’s understanding of the intended 
meaning of the original languages to the original recipients 
increases and as they discover more effective ways of 
translating the meaning more clearly, the translation can be 
revised accordingly.
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Equipping for excellence 
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Part 4: The two obstacles hindering 
the global church (and how to over-
come them) 

  


In order to equip the global church for excellence in all as-
pects of theological formation and Bible translation, two 
critical obstacles must be overcome. These obstacles only 
exist when leaders of a lingual church are attempting to use 
existing biblical resources to that end.
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The two obstacles 

  


Most biblical resources that could be useful for Bible trans-
lation and theological formation are in a small number of 
languages (often only English) that are not useful to leaders 
of most lingual churches. Even if they could understand 
them, most licenses prohibit the creation of translations and 
other derivative works, effectively nullifying their usefulness 
to most of the global church.
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“Outside-in” Bible translation 

  


The “Bible-centric” approach to Bible translation came into 
existence before the expansion of the church that occurred 
due to the church-planting and disciple-making movements 
that started in the 1980s. It was built using an “outside-in” 
approach to translation where the agencies doing the work 
understood the language in which the resources they were 
using were written, and they had the funding and legal abili-
ty to use them, so they did not encounter the two obstacles.






46

The limitations of the “push” model 

  


This “push” model is driven from outside a people group, 
and though it has experienced some notable successes, it 
is frequently limited by lack of funding, people, or other re-
sources. When the lingual church attempts to use the bibli-
cal resources they need to meet their own translation and 
theological formation needs, they encounter the two obsta-
cles.
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“Inside-in” Bible translation 

  


When a lingual church translates the Bible for themselves, 
they use an “inside-in” process, where they reach outward 
to use resources in a language they understand and then 
translate from them into their own language (a “pull” model).
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Equipping via the Gateway Languages 

  


From the perspective of language use, when biblical con-
tent, tools, and training are available in English, then the ele-
ment of the global church that can understand English can 
use them. If the same resources were also made available in 
other languages of wider communication that can be used 
as sources for translation (so-called “gateway languages”), 
then the elements of the global church that can understand 
those languages are also able to use them.
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A strategic question (addressing the first 
obstacle) 

  


If all the Gateway Languages of the world were identified 
and adequate biblical content, tools, and training made 
available in them, the language obstacle could be over-
come.
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Copyrights and licensing (addressing the 
second obstacle) 

  


In virtually ever country in the world, copyright happens au-
tomatically and is by default, “all rights reserved.” This 
means that any use of the content (including translating it 
and adapting it or creating other works from it) requires a li-
cense from the copyright holder that permits it.
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The short version 

  


Copyright restrictions do not prevent bad things from hap-
pening to good content. The law merely provides a platform 
from which to sue those who violate and infringe upon the 
rights of the content owner.
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A common misunderstanding 

  


Frequently, the good intent of attempting to clearly identify 
trustworthy original works and differentiate them from un-
trustworthy derivative works confuses trademarks with 
copyrights.
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The difference between trademarks and 
copyrights 

  


Once the difference between trademarks and copyrights is 
understood, a potential solution to the second obstacle (li-
censing) becomes possible.
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A solution to the second obstacle 

  


The solution has two parts: protect the identifiers (using 
trademark law) and remove unnecessary restrictions on the 
content itself (using an open license).
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Building an unstoppable movement 

  


One of the most effective licenses for making biblical re-
sources available for translation, adaptation, distribution, 
and use by the global church is the Creative Commons At-
tribution-ShareAlike License. An example of how it can be 
used for biblical content is online at unfoldingword.org/li-
cense.




https://unfoldingword.org/license
https://unfoldingword.org/license
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The Gateway Languages Strategy 
(addressing both obstacles) 

  


Providing unrestricted biblical content, tools, and training in 
all the Gateway Languages, addresses both obstacles that 
hinder the global church from translating the Bible with ex-
cellence into any language, as well as creating any other 
biblical resource needed for the strengthening of the 
church.
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A three-step process 

  


Anyone can implement the Gateway Languages Strategy by 
releasing resources under open licenses (like a Creative 
Commons Attribution-ShareAlike License) and working to-
gether with church networks to translate it into Gateway 
Languages. Then it can be legally translated, adapted, dis-
tributed and used by church network leaders in other lan-
guages.
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The Gateway Languages 

  


Research to identify the complete list of Gateway Lan-
guages is ongoing. The current list is available at unfolding-
word.org/gateway.




https://unfoldingword.org/gateway
https://unfoldingword.org/gateway
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Unrestricted content + tools + training 

  


Key biblical content, tools, and training for church leaders 
around the world are being collaboratively created as part of 
the unfoldingWord project (online at unfoldingword.org) 
and various other projects.


https://unfoldingword.org
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Part 5: What Bible and mission  
agencies can do to help 

  


Organizations that have experience in Bible translation and 
theological education are well-positioned to serve and 
equip the church.
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The duty of the living church 

  


Leaders of parachurch organizations have long recognized 
that they are most effective when they are equipping the 
church to do the work. From this perspective, as “hand-
maids of the church,” effective means of serving the church 
are possible.
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Strategic opportunities 

  


There are many ways that Bible and mission agencies can 
help equip and strengthen the global church for Bible trans-
lation. One of the most strategic is to help create the need-
ed open-licensed biblical content, tools, and training re-
sources, and partner with church networks to translate them 
into the Gateway Languages.
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Linear acceleration… 

  


Paradigms that focus on completing products (like Bible 
translation) are limited in the ways that they can accelerate 
the completion of their objective.
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…is very different from exponential 
acceleration 

  


When church leaders are equipped with everything they 
need to equip others to do the work, an exponential growth 
rate becomes possible.
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Defining new metrics 

  


Given the significant differences of the church-centric par-
adigm of Bible translation, new metrics for measuring suc-
cess may be helpful.
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Beware the negative space between  
paradigms! 

  


It is important to be aware that exponential acceleration 
goes so slowly in the early stages that progress can some-
times seem imperceptible. It takes perseverance to continue 
on until the inflection point is reached and everything sud-
denly changes.
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Conclusion 
Church-Centric Bible Translation is focused on the estab-
lishing and strengthening of a lingual church through a 
process that is led by leaders of the church and done by 
believers translating into their own language, as an integral 
part of their theological and spiritual formation. Bible and 
mission agencies can help in many ways, including equip-
ping leaders with biblical content, tools, and training that 
enables them to achieve excellence.


