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Technology has given a great boost to Bible translation 
and production. Historically the British and Foreign Bible 
Society (BFBS) was at the forefront of technologies in 
printing and paper production. Thin paper was developed 
for	Bibles	and	in	many	countries	the	first	printing	press	
was introduced for the purpose of printing Bibles. In 
today’s digital age, the Bible Societies continue to harness 
technology in their work to translate, publish, distribute, 
engage with and advocate the Bible.

The Bible in a digital age

Digital technology has changed the world and pervades 
all aspects of our lives. Whilst some Christians are wary 
of the internet – citing the amount of pornography, 
gambling and other sins present on it, and even some 
people have eschatological reasons to be wary of it –
others embrace it. Today many young Christians take 
reading the Bible on their smart phones for granted, 
churches post sermons on their website, and people share 
church news via social media. Like the Good Samaritan, 
we need to be a good neighbour; we need to be in the 
same place as the person who needs help; and we need 
to be willing to stop and give that help. We need to help 
and minister to those travelling the digital superhighway. 
All technology can be a double-edged sword with the 
potential for good and evil, but that does not make it 
wrong in itself, but it is beholden upon us to embrace and 
develop	its	benefits.

Mobile phones and apps

When	mobile	phones	first	came	out	some	people	
developed the idea of having Bibles on them in text 
form. Applications such as Go Bible were successful 

in getting many Bibles onto mobile phones. With the 
development of 3G and 4G technology, mobile phones 
became smart phones and were connected to the internet 
more opportunities arose. Rather than telephones, smart 
phones are now basically small handheld computers with 
a telephone option. Small computer applications, called 
apps, have been written for them.

In August 2015 the Guardian reported that over half of all 
internet	access	in	the	UK	was	through	smart	phones,and	
this percentage is only likely to rise.1 As a growing number 
of the world’s population owns some kind of smart phone 
this gives a great boost to Scripture distribution. The Bible 
can now be downloaded for free onto mobile phones 
in any place in the world where there is an internet 
connection, and once downloaded can remain on the 
device and be read off-line at any time. This allows the 
Bible to be distributed via apps in closed countries and 
in remote places with no local bookshop, circumventing 
local laws banning the ownership of the Bible. Apps 
also help the diaspora communities access the Bible in 
languages which would not normally be available in local 
bookstores.2

YouVersion

The development of apps for smart phones led to 
many new capabilities being developed. There are now 
hundreds	of	Bible	apps	available,	some	for	specific	Bible	
translations	and	some	for	specific	purposes.	YouVersion,	
the most widely used, was developed by Life Church in 
Oklahoma.	It	was	first	introduced	in	2008,	and	is	staffed	
by more than 20 full-time employees and more than 
400	active	volunteers.	The	United	Bible	Societies	(UBS)	
partner with YouVersion, and whilst YouVersion develop 
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their app and update it for each new smart phone or 
upgrade, the Bible Societies provide many of the texts 
that it displays, which come from the Digital Bible 
Library (see below).

In April 2014, YouVersion released version 5 of the Bible 
App, which added features for community engagement 
and scripture discussion. It has now had about 200 
million downloads around the world and hosts over 1,100 
Bible versions in about 800 languages, and growing. It 
is by far the most widely used Bible app in the world. It 
is used by people in church to follow the lesson, in Bible 
study groups to follow the passage, for private devotions 
following a reading plan, and for other purposes.3

The Bible Society and technology

The BFBS, as the oldest of all the world’s Bible Societies, 
is best placed to exploit its heritage digitally. The BFBS 
archive	and	library,	now	housed	at	Cambridge	University,	
has some 41,000 printed items. It has many historic Bibles 
that	are	used	by	scholars.	The	first	BFBS	translation	was	a	
Gospel	of	John	into	Mohawk,	completed	in	its	first	year	of	
existence in 1804. Since then the Bible Society movement 
have worked in over 1,000 languages. A printed copy 
of almost every specimen was, and often still is, sent to 
BFBS to create an unrivalled collection of Bibles, New 
Testaments and portions. BFBS holds a great responsibility 
as custodian of this collection, which is the cultural 
heritage not just of the Bible Societies but of the Christian 
church. Some of these items are unique. For example, 
some items in the Chinese collection now only exist in 
Cambridge due to their loss and desruction in civil war 
and the cultural revolution in China. Items from this vast 
BFBS collection are being digitised to provide a version of 
a historic text which can be reprinted or even revised to 
bring the language up to date. This vast work continues 
especially with the help of Mission Assist which oversees 
volunteers who help in typing up old Bibles for re-use. 
Many Bibles which are now available online are only there 
because of this process. 

Global Bible catalogue

The	UBS	are	in	the	process	of	creating	a	global	Bible	
catalogue which lists every Bible or Scripture portion ever 
printed and held in accessible libraries and collections 
around the world. This catalogue is available online 
(http://globalbiblecatalog.org) so that scholars and 
translators	can	find	out	what	is	available	in	a	certain	
language.

Digital Bible Library

The demand for digital texts for publishers, websites, 
apps	has	led	the	UBS	to	develop	the	Digital	Bible	
Library (DBL). Available online,4 the DBL is an ever 
growing, secure yet accessible, collection of quality Bible 
translations. The library provides standardised digital 
Scripture texts, all in one central location. The vision for 
The DBL is to contain a digitised form for every existing 
Bible translation in the world, whether it is a portion 
or the whole Bible. The DBL currently holds over 1,200 
editions of Scripture for Bible Societies, and also other 
agencies such as Wycliffe Bible Translators.

Translation and the computer

The use of email and and the internet means that today 
translators of a Bible do not all have to be in the same 
room. Texts can be shared easily and commented upon 
by experts from around the world. Checking methods 
that used to take weeks to do manually can now be 
run by a computer in minutes or less. Software has 
enabled both the quantity and quality of translations to 
improve. It is even possible in some cases to use crowd 
sourcing to help translation. The recent translation into 
modern	colloquial	Welsh	called	beibl.net	was	at	first	
translated and then submitted to a website for peer 
review by language experts, theologians and speakers 
of the language. The feedback was used to improve the 
translation.	From	2002	this	was	first	published	online	
and only in October 2015 actually published to paper.

Today many people look up information on an internet 
search engine. This is great for speed but lacks the 
ability to discern good from bad information. Quality 
has given way to quantity as far as data is concerned. 
On the other hand, the more data that is available the 
more that it is possible to cross language boundaries. 
By having parallel sets of data in different languages, 
it is possible to statistically come up with probable 
equivalents in other languages. Online translation now 
does a reasonable job at translating texts in the major 
languages	that	have	significant	content	online.	Some	
people ask if automatic machine translation can help 
Bible translation, but in reality it is the other way round. 
Automatic machine translation, especially in minority 
languages, often only works because the Bible has been 
translated.5

The BFBS recognised the potential of automatic machine 
translation in the 1980s. This was a period that marked 
a revolution in the translation of the Bible as a growing 
number of projects bagan to make use of developments 
in computer technolgy. In 1988 David Robinson began 
experimenting with automatic glossing, which is 
basically	using	statistical	analysis	to	find	patterns	across	
two	languages	and	find	equivalent	words	in	parallel	
texts. When applied to a Bible this helps associate the 
words in one Bible in a language you cannot speak, 
with the words in a Bible in a language that you know. 
In the 1980s with relatively slower computer power 
the programs were run overnight but the BFBS had 
the foresight to see the potential of this technology. 
In 1991 the Machine Assisted Translation (MAT) team 
was established by David Robinson and Jon Riding to 
experiment with applying computer processing and 
linguistic and statistic theories to the Bible. 

This MAT research team, which was later called Linguistic 
Computing, spent many years developing software that 
would eventually facilitate comparisons of two versions 
of the same text in different languages. Translators could 
use the software to automatically map one Bible onto 
another and create interlinears. This development proved 
to be a great help to translation consultants as they could 
perform relatively complex searches in the biblical texts 
and keep track of the way they translated each word.
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Although extremely useful, these programs have their 
limitations and so, more recently, researches have begun 
to develop software that can use tools to analyse syntax 
and a given language’s morphemes and other linguistic 
units. Even though some linguists were dubious about the 
effectiveness of these applications, experience has shown 
that	both	are	significant	projects.	Translators	have	been	
amazed and delighted by the results. The research now 
continues	under	the	auspices	of	the	UBS.

Another innovation that took place in the 1990s was the 
deleopment of Paratext. This program was developed by 
Reinier de Blois to help him with his translation. Reinier 
was	seconded	to	UBS	as	a	translation	consultant	and	
he developed a program written in Visual Basic that was 
able to display texts in parallel in digital form. It was 
designed as an editing platform to allow easy access 
to Hebrew and Greek texts, and enable the translator 
to	enter	their	translation	directly	into	an	electronic	file,	
which could then easily be edited and shared.

The	UBS	saw	the	potential	of	this	work	and	adopted	the	
software platform for development in 1996. Paratext 4.0 
was published the following year as a tool for the Bible 
translation community. This included Source Language 
Tools, mainly for Hebrew and Greek, which help users 
check the text for accuracy and consistency and are 
now an integral part of the program. Bible text is stored 
in	an	encoding	system	called	Unified	Standard	Format	
Markers	(USFM),	which	is	common	to	all	partners	and	
programs so that data can be shared.

Displaying	text	on	old	computers	in	ASCII	worked	fine	
until you started to work in multiple scripts and wanted 
to	share	them.	Unless	you	had	the	right	font,	parts	of	
your text could display the wrong character. This was 
how	the	world	operated	until	the	advent	of	Unicode,	
which was designed to uniquely identify every character 
in every script in the world. This initiative came out of the 
computer industry in an attempt to widen the market 
of computer systems to non-Roman script languages. 
Unicode	has	been	a	great	boost	to	Bible	translation	
and people in the Bible translation world propose new 
characters	and	scripts	for	Unicode,	although	even	now	
there are some (but a decreasing number) of scripts 
without	a	proper	Unicode	definition.

From 2004 the work of MAT was revised so that the 
users of the Paratext software could save data in 
Unicode.	The	abilities	of	Paratext	due	to	these	new	
technologies, led to a great demand for the program 
from translators outside the Bible Society world. In 2010 
SIL and Wycliffe Bible Translators decided to join the 
Paratext development team and now it is the common 
platform. Today, Paratext, and its associated programs, 
has at least 7,000 registered users and is by far the 
most widely used software used by translators, editors, 
and typesetters across the Bible Society world including 
other agencies such as SIL, Wycliffe Bible Translators 
and the Seed Company. It is used by at least 95 per cent 
of all Bible translation projects in the world. Together 
it is estimated that the use of these technologies has 
knocked at least two years off every Bible translation 
project, thereby saving far more money than they ever 

cost.6 With	UBS	having	over	500	Bible	translation	and	
revision projects, that is a saving of a millenium of work. 

Sign languages

There are two broad categories of languages, the 
spoken languages based on sound and sign languages 
based upon hand movements. There are about 7,000 
spoken languages in the world (depending on how you 
categorise them) and about 500 sign languages. In 
the	past	it	was	difficult	to	work	with	sign	languages,	
but	today	with	modern	filming	technology	and	video	
streaming we can also make the Bible available in sign 
languages available to the deaf. Technology has now 
developed	to	make	filmed	sign	language	translations	
available on the internet and on smart phones. Many 
Bible Societies co-operate with Deaf Bible, which is an 
app developed by Faith Comes By Hearing, for viewing 
videos of people signing the Bible in various sign 
languages.7	The	UBS	have	a	Sign	Language	Working	
Group which helps Bible Societies develop Bible 
translations for the deaf.8

Braille

There are two broad categories of scripts, those that 
are written down and read by sight, and those which 
are embossing and read by touch, usually in the form 
of Braille. Bible Societies have worked with Braille for 
many years, but since 1990 the main partner is Compass 
Braille, an organisation that takes Bibles from our 
Paratext software and processes them for embossing in 
Braille.9	Until	now	the	world	of	electronic	devices	was	
not really available to the blind because they could not 
see the screens, but now technology is developing to 
make screens that can be read by touching small physical 
bubbles which rise and fall on demand.10 This allows 
text to be read via Braille. Such systems provide exciting 
opportunities for making the Bible available in Braille 
digitally.11 Watch this space.

Conclusion

The Bible Society movement has embraced the digital 
age. Technology continues to improve and provide fresh 
and exciting opportunities. Faster processing speeds 
and greater memory will enable more complex analysis 
systems to operate on translators’ computers. As more 
of the Bible Society back catalogue is digitised more 
historic translations will be made available to scholars, 
and for revision. As more of the world has internet access 
and smart phone technology the Bible will be able to 
be distributed and disseminated in parts of the world 
that the Bible Societies did not have much access to up 
to now. It is beholden upon us to embrace and invest in 
these	opportunities	for	the	benefit	of	the	Kingdom	of	
God. There can hardly be better investment opportunities 
for	the	Bible	Societies	to	fulfill	the	great	commission	
than investing in researching and developing systems 
that potentially help every translation project in the 
world and have the potential of reaching almost 
everyone.
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