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THE WONDER-FULL WORD 
How Bible Translation & Literacy Changes the World 

World Changers (Part 3) 
Text: John 1:14; Acts 2:1-12 

 
Introduction 

 
We’ve been looking this month at some of the great global issues with which followers 
of Jesus must be concerned, simply because God clearly is.  Two weeks ago, we 
explored the topic of global poverty and the consistent message of Scripture that God 
wants his people involved in helping the poor.  Last week we looked at the subject of 
our environment and the call God supplies in the Book of Genesis for human beings to 
exercise a responsible stewardship of the resources of this earth.  Next week, we’re 
going to close out this series by exploring the heart-breaking subject of human 
trafficking and what the God of freedom and justice has to say to this subject. Today I 
want to look with you at one more area where God invites us to be World Changers as 
well.  To get our imagination going on this, watch with me this brief presentation… 
[Video Presentation: “Literacy”]  

 
A Word for America 

 
This past week I spent a morning with Dave Bere’, a member of our congregation who, 
for the last few years, has been president of Dollar General, one of our nation’s leading 
corporations.  A lot of us in business today, said Dave, are very concerned about the 
subject of illiteracy.  We simply do not have enough people who can read or write at 
the proficiency levels required to perform the needed jobs and it is a crisis that is 
imperiling our economic, social, and spiritual future.  Dave’s insights on this subject 
emerge not only from his business experience but also from his role as a member of 
the National Commission on Adult Literacy. 
 
In its recent nationwide study, this Commission found that almost 90 million American 
adults – nearly one-third of our population -- are ill-equipped to meet the needs of the 
21st century workplace.   24 of the 30 fastest growing occupations require workers with 
greater literacy capabilities than the average high school graduate possesses.  Because 
so many kids are failing to develop the reading and writing skills needed for their 
intellectual expansion and practical effectiveness, they are dropping out of school at an 
unprecedented rate.  Rather than becoming the well-equipped participants our society 
needs, an increasing number of kids are sliding into the oblivion of empty 
entertainments, hard-core crime, and the cycle of poverty.  We need to turn this 
around. 
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Cheryl King, the director of the National Commission’s study writes: “If we [could] make 
it possible for even 4 million dropouts to earn a high school diploma by 2020, the fiscal 
benefit to federal, state, and local governments would exceed $25 billion annually… 
The potential is there to put less stress on our healthcare system with increased health 
literacy, to improve our children’s learning through better educated parents, to reduce 
crime and incarceration, to increase voter participation, and to help all adults in 
America reach higher.”1  The message is that we could address so many ills and seize 
so many more opportunities if more tutors were available, more schools were well-
resourced and, above all, if more American households would take seriously the 
business of re-introducing ourselves and our young people to the wonder-full world of 
the written word. 
 

The Word in the World 
 
Yet, if literacy counts for something significant here in the United States, how much 
more does it matter all across the developing world.  Do you realize that 875 million 
people worldwide cannot read or write?  Two-thirds of these people are women and, 
because they are the ones who primarily raise the children, the cycle of illiteracy 
continues, generation after generation.   
 
Complicating this reality is the fact that there are just SO MANY LANGUAGES in this 
world.  Conservative estimates suggest that there are close to 7000 different mother 
tongues spoken.  In fact, if you were to look at a map of the world and picture the 
countries not by their geographical size but by the number of different languages 
spoken there – THIS is what the world would look like [MAP appears].  Look at the 
United States up there in the lefthand corner.  Think how we have trouble getting 
along. Now look at how huge is the complex mix of languages suggested by the relative 
size of the countries of Africa or of Southeast Asia.  A few of us from the church were in 
Southeast Asia in January and it hit us.  Here is an area about two-thirds the size of the 
United States in terms of land-mass but a place where more than 500 languages are 
spoken. 
 
Most people there have some ability to speak one of the larger languages spoken in 
their country, but have no clue how to read or write that language.  Vast numbers of 
people don’t even have a written alphabet for what linguist call their “mother tongue,” 
the language of the heart with which they grew up.  In other words, there are no books 
in the language by which they really interpret life.  There is no truly efficient means for 
these people to learn about the ways of the world or to pass on their own history and 
culture.  And this has huge implications. 
 
For one thing, it means that even when globalization brings opportunity to their 
neighborhood, huge numbers of people cannot climb on the economic escalator.  Why?  
Because the first step requires an ability to read or to express themselves in written 
language.  They can’t fill out a job application or follow written instructions.  They can’t 
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interpret a contract or follow a bus schedule.  They can’t figure out what their 
protections are under the law, read health or drug information, or avoid being ripped 
off on exchange rates.  And they are routinely exploited by other people who know this. 
 
But there is another implication.  Millions of people cannot get on the spiritual escalator 
either.   Lacking basic literacy skills, or a written scripture in the language they know 
best, they depend for their spiritual understanding upon the preaching of some imam, 
shaman, or other religious leader, with no way of checking it against a larger tradition.  
300 million people in this world, representing one-third of all the languages out there, 
are still waiting for a Bible in their own mother tongue – in the language of their own 
heart and experience.   
 
Many years ago, I had an experience that prepared me to understand how important it 
is that people have the Bible in their own mother tongue.  I was a youth pastor in 
Northern California. I had just taught a Bible study to a group of middle schoolers on 
the parable of the Good Samaritan.  The kids had listened politely enough – at least as 
politely as a group of 13 year-olds hopped up on Coca-Cola, Gummi Bears, and 
hormones will. I sat down feeling like I’d done my job pretty well, grateful that a few 
kids had asked questions that showed me they were paying attention.  And then, a boy 
named Jim Anderson stood up and pulled out a rumpled piece of paper.   
 
I’d asked Jim to present the Good Samaritan story, but to put it into his own words.  
What Jim read to those students was nowhere near as polished as the talk I’d given.  
He described a math teacher and a class president passing in the school hallway a kid 
who’d just had his books dumped on the floor by a gang of cruel jocks and then 
knocked down against the lockers.  Jim went on to tell how a geek from a different 
social clique stopped and helped the devastated kid pick up his stuff and carry his 
books to class.  The lesson was full of ums and ahs and outright torture of the English 
language.  Jim sat down and I hastened to get up to try and clarify what he’d said but, 
before I could speak, the room erupted into animated conversation.  I can’t recall ever 
seeing those kids so excited to talk about a Bible story.  I’d never seen them so able to 
personalize it and let it change them.  
 
In a sense, “the Word became flesh” (John 1:14) for them that day.  For the first 
time for a whole lot of them, God had spoken to them in the Mother Tongue of Middle 
Schoolers.  It was like that day of Pentecost we read about in Acts chapter 2 where all 
those people from so many different language groups suddenly heard the “the 
wonders of God” being declared in their “own tongues” (Acts 2:7-11).  Out of that 
youth fellowhip would come one day, Christian high school teachers, businesspeople, 
and parents, a Christian staff-member in the White House, and more than a few 
pastors and youthworkers. 
 
All across the world today there are millions of people who have grown up in a pretty 
tough school. Enculturated in beliefs that keep them chained to ancestor worship, 



 

© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook 4 

fearful superstition, and brutal social patterns, millions of people on this planet cannot 
see a different way or are vulnerable to the spread of ideologies that won’t do them 
any favors.  They cannot learn about the love of the one overarching God.  They 
cannot discover the power of forgiveness or the path of justice and social development 
that the Bible has brought forth wherever it has truly taken root.  They can’t find hope 
because they lack the literacy they need to get on the socio-economic escalator or a 
Bible in their own mother tongue that would put them on the spiritual escalator. 
 

People of the Wonder-Full Word 
 
And that is why -- for the same reason our church keeps doing youth ministry -- we 
also keep investing tens of thousands of dollars every year through our Mission Fund in 
an organization called Wycliffe Bible Translators.  Since it’s founding in 1942, Wycliffe 
has become one of the most sophisticated, seasoned, and strategic forces for change in 
this world.  With more than 2000 Bible translations completed or underway and a 
battery of new technologies speeding its work, Wycliffe now has its sights on 
completing translation of the last unreached language by the year 2025.  Wycliffe’s 
mission vision is big, but it’s strategy is remarkably simple.   
 
Wycliffe hires or educates linguists to analyze and interpret scores of formerly off-the-
radar languages.  They find people who speak those mother tongues and they partner 
with them in developing written alphabets, Bible translations, and literacy training 
materials in those heart languages. With these materials, they equip other people as 
literacy workers.  These people then go back into the remote villages where their 
people live and teach them to read and write in their own language, by studying the 
Bible.  The explosive growth of the church and the slow upward climb out of poverty 
and ill-health of millions of people outside of the Western World is being powerfully 
fueled by the work of Wycliffe and other literacy-oriented missions. 
 
The question I want to pose for all of us this morning is: What if we, sitting here, could 
provide even more fuel for that movement?  What if you and I could help strengthen 
more people like “James,” a man that Chip Heady, Tom Mallon, and I met in Asia a few 
months ago.  The last literacy worker in James’ home village had been murdered, but 
this young man was so convinced of the difference that the Bible and literacy could 
make for his people that he’d come to Thailand to undergo a two-year Masters-level 
linguistics program, so he could go back home and continue the work.  What if over 
these next few years we could pray for and fund scholarships for more heroic people 
like James?   
 
Or what if you and I helped underwrite the start and completion of a New Testament 
translation for a people group in one of the Golden Lands of Southeast Asia that doesn’t 
have a single verse of God’s Word today?  And what if, a couple of years from now, 
YOU were on the team of people we’d to Southeast Asia to see that first box of Bibles 
opened, to watch the church leaders dancing and singing and crying for joy as God’s 
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Word come to them for the first time in a language they understood as personally and 
powerfully as those middle-schoolers I told you about?  You can make this vision a 
reality if you’ll help our Mission Fund grow.   
 
The Bible teaches that, once upon a time, Someone reached across a great distance 
and made a great sacrifice to bring the Word of God to the people of a few small 
villages in a remote region of this planet.  That donor brought Grace and Truth itself in 
a language those people could understand.  And though the gift seemed small, it was 
anything but that, for this Word was the glorious power of God unto salvation.  From 
those villages there arose and spread a movement that has truly altered life on this 
earth for the good.  As you sit here today, do you understand that this Word has not 
finished his movement?  Do you realize you can be part of it?  Jesus still says: “Come, 
follow me, and let’s change this world.” 
 

 
                                                 
1 Reach Higher, AMERICA: Overcoming the Crisis in the U.S. Workforce, Report of the National 
Commision on Adult Literacy, June 2008. 
 
Other statistics and many helpful insights provided by Wycliffe International.  For more information, visit 
www.wycliffe.org  


