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An Overview of Bible access in Ethiopia

Ethiopia, nestled in the Horn of Africa, is home to nearly 130 million people,
making it the second-most populous nation on the continent.

With around 60% of its population—roughly 77 million people—identifying
as Christian, faith plays a central role in Ethiopian society. Yet, despite this
strong Christian presence, believers face some Bible access restrictions.
Estimates show that only one in three Ethiopian Christians owns or has
direct access to Scripture, leaving millions in need of Bibles.

One of the biggest challenges to Bible access is Ethiopia’s economic
condition. While the country has experienced periods of economic growth,
it remains one of the world's poorest nations, with many people struggling
to afford basic necessities—let alone a Bible. Literacy rates are another
barrier, with only a little over half of the population able to read and write,
making printed Bibles inaccessible for many. For those who might benefit
from digital or audio Bibles, there is also limited electricity access and
very low internet penetration, creating additional roadblocks to bringing
the Word of God.

Beyond economic and infrastructure challenges, Ethiopia's ongoing
internal conflicts have made Bible distribution increasingly difficult.
Armed clashes between government forces and insurgent groups—such
as the Oromo Liberation Army (OLA) and the Tigray People's Liberation
Front (TPLF)—have displaced approximately 4.5 million people. Among
them are countless Christians who have lost everything, including their
Bibles, as they flee violence. In some regions, churches have been burned
or attacked, further severing entire communities from access to Scripture.

Adding to the instability, the Islamic terrorist group Al-Shabaab has been
expanding its presence in Ethiopia, particularly in the Afar, Somali, and
Dire Dawa regions. While these areas have a lower percentage of
Christians, believers there still face significant risks. Bible distribution and
printing in these regions are dangerous. Though workarounds exist to
source Bibles from safer parts of the country, Al-Shabaab’s growing
influence continues to intimidate local Christian communities and restrict
access to Scripture in affected areas.

In the context of the broader Christian community, denominational
tensions restrict Bible access. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EOC) often
view Protestant and Evangelical movements as threats. Some Orthodox
leaders and followers actively oppose Bible distribution outside their
tradition, making it harder for newer Christian communities to obtain and
share Scripture.

Before we go deeper, would you take a pause to pray for Ethiopia?

How can | pray for Ethiopia?

¢ For Protection. Pray for Ethiopian Christians, particularly those in conflict-
affected regions and areas where religious tensions run high. Ask for God’s
protection over them as they seek to access and distribute the Word of God.

¢ For Global Partnerships and Provision. Ask for strong partnerships and
innovative solutions that can help overcome the economic, logistical, and
legal barriers to Bible access.

* For Peace and Stability. Pray for an end to the violence and displacement in
Ethiopia, so that believers can worship freely, and Bibles can be safely
distributed to those in need.

After praying for Ethiopia, continue reading on the next page to learn more.
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WHAT'S BLOCKING
BIBLE ACCESS IN ETHIOPIA?

A Nation in Crisis

Ethiopia, despite being a majority-Christian country, presents a complex and often perilous
environment for believers seeking access to Scripture. Political instability, ethnic violence, and religious
persecution all contribute to significant barriers to Bible distribution.

Conflict Zones and Violence Against Christians

Tigray

The ongoing conflicts in regions like Amhara, Oromia, and Tigray have
created a volatile landscape where Christians are often caught in the
crossfire. In these areas: Amhara

e Churches have been burned, looted, or destroyed, leaving believers
without places of worship or Scripture resources.

e Christian communities are targeted by armed groups, sometimes
accused of not supporting their causes. In Oromia, Christians have
been kidnapped, with ransoms often increasing if the victim is a
church leader.

¢ |n some cases, Christians have been forced to flee their homes,
leaving behind their Bibles and other spiritual resources, Oromia
further isolating them from their faith.

Religious Persecution and Denominational Conflicts

Beyond the widespread violence, Ethiopian Christians—especially Protestants and converts—face
significant opposition that directly impacts Bible access. In many regions, entrenched religious and
cultural forces work against the free distribution of Scripture. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, long
dominant in Ethiopian Christianity, often resists Protestant expansion, making it difficult for
non-Orthodox believers to access Bibles.

In Muslim-maijority areas like Afar, Somali, and parts of Oromia, radical Islamic influence and the
ongoing presence of Al-Shabaab has led to attacks on churches and restrictions on Christian literature.
Meanwhile, in tribal communities, new converts to Christianity frequently face isolation and are cut off
from communal resources, including access to Bibles, as a means of coercion. These deep-seated
religious and social pressures continue to limit the availability of Scripture for millions of Ethiopian
Christians.

Poverty and Practical Barriers

Even where Bibles are legally allowed, poverty and displacement make access nearly impossible for
many Ethiopian Christians. With most families struggling to afford basic necessities, purchasing a Bible is
simply out of reach. For the country’s 4.5 million internally displaced persons (IDPs)—many forced to flee
with nothing—losing a Bible often means having no way to replace it.

Low literacy rates add another challenge. Nearly half of Ethiopian adults cannot read, especially in rural
areas, making printed Bibles difficult to use. While audio Bibles could help, limited electricity and low
internet access make them hard to distribute. These barriers leave millions without access to Scripture in
any form.
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Digital and Infrastructure Challenges

While digital Bibles could offer a solution, Ethiopia’s technological limitations create significant barriers to
access. With barely a fifth of the population using the internet, online Scripture remains out of reach for
the majority. Government censorship further restricts Christian media, making it difficult to distribute
digital Bibles or share faith-based content on social platforms. In rural areas, the challenge is even

greater, as unreliable electricity limits the use of digital devices, leaving many believers without any
access to God's Word.
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To understand the context of Bible access in Ethiopia, we must look at the dominant forces behind
persecution. These forces include Islamic oppression, Christian denominational protectionism,
clan oppression, and dictatorial paranoia. The primary drivers behind these forces include

non-Christian religious leaders, Christian religious leaders (Orthodox), normal citizens, and extended
family.

The World Watch List sheds light on the broader context of persecution of Christians. But now we have to
ask the question: How does this affect Bible access? Furthermore, where can we pinpoint the problem
so we can address the need and demand for Bibles in Ethiopia?

A CLOSERLOOKAT
PERSECUTION ENGINES

A persecution engine simply this: the source of persecution in the country. A persecution driver (or actor)
is the one “driving” the persecution. Taking a closer look at these engines and drivers will give us insight
on how we can solve the problems of Bible access in the country.
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ISLAMIC
OPPRESSION

A Growing Threat in Muslim-Dominated Regions

* Islamic oppression remains one of the strongest persecution engines in Ethiopia,
particularly in areas like the Afar, Somali, Dire Dawa, and parts of Oromia regions,
where Muslims form the majority. Not surprisingly, these same regions have also seen
growing activity from Al-Shabaab, an Islamic terrorist group that has long operated in
the area for many years, using intimidation tactics against Christian communities. In
addition, radical Islam is expanding due to foreign investment in religious education
and aid programs that require conversion to Islam. Converts to Christianity face
extreme consequences, including social ostracization, denial of family rights, and
violent retaliation.

In these regions, Christians are denied access to communal resources such as clean
water, grazing land, and even burial sites. Islamic mobs have attacked churches and
burned Bibles, while local authorities often turn a blind eye. In some cases, Muslim
Background believers or MBBs have been kidnapped or forced to renounce their faith
under extreme pressure.

Bible distribution is nearly impossible in these areas, and owning Christian materials
can make someone a target. For MBBs, the risk is even higher, with documented cases
of attacks, church burnings, and extreme violence against those discovered with a
Bible.

Opposition from the Ethiopian Orthodox Church
DENOMINATIONAL

PROTECTIONISM
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EOC), which considers itself the guardian of Ethiopian

Christianity, is another factor restricting Bible access. Protestants and Evangelicals are
viewed as followers of a “foreign religion” that threatens Ethiopian heritage.

In Orthodox-dominated regions, believers who leave the EOC for other Christian
traditions face excommunication, social isolation, and even physical attacks.

\/ EOC-affiliated groups have been known to block the construction of Protestant
churches, pressure the government to restrict Bible imports, and oppose the use of
modern Christian media. Protestant and Evangelical congregations have reported
raids and confiscation of Bibles, particularly in rural areas where Orthodox Christianity
is deeply entrenched. In some cases, EOC leaders have used their influence to restrict
Bible translations into local languages, making it harder for non-Orthodox Christians
to access Scripture in their heart language.

CLAN
OPPRESSION

Traditional Beliefs vs. Christianity

Ethiopia's ethnic and clan-based structures exert immense pressure on Christians,
particularly MBBs and traditional religions. In regions where tribal identity is tied to
religious daffiliation, leaving the dominant faith is seen as a betrayal of both family and
culture. MBBs are often disowned, denied inheritance rights, and driven out of their
communities.

Clan elders enforce participation in traditional rituals and retaliate against those who
embrace Christianity. In remote villages, Christian converts may be barred from local
markets, prevented from collecting water, or even attacked for their faith. Because
Bible ownership is seen as a rejection of ancestral traditions, clan leaders actively
discourage or punish those who possess or distribute Scripture.
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Government Restrictions on Christianity
DICTATORIAL

PARANOIA " - . . R .
The Ethiopian government’s authoritarian tendencies contribute significantly to Bible

access challenges. While the country technically allows freedom of religion, the
government has historically been suspicious of religious groups, particularly
Protestant and Evangelical Christians.

Mid- and lower-level officials frequently deny permits for church buildings and Bible
distribution centers, while bureaucratic red tape slows the importation of Christian
materials. In regions where violence is rampant, security forces often fail to protect
Christian communities, allowing attacks on churches and confiscation of Bibles to go
unchecked.

At the national level, there are growing censorship efforts against Christian mediaq,
making it harder for believers to access Scripture through digital means. Government

surveillance and restrictions on religious gatherings further limit opportunities for Bible
study and fellowship.

THE URGENT NEED
FORBIBLES IN ETHIOPIA

Against the backdrop of ongoing persecution, socio-economic hardship, and linguistic challenges, access
to the Bible in Ethiopia remains critically low. While Ethiopia has a rich Christian history, millions of believers
still lack access to Scripture.

A Steadily growing Church, A Growing Demand

Ethiopia's Christian population stands at approximately 77.5 million people, with Protestants being the
most in need. Despite the strong presence of Christianity, persecution, economic hardship, and
denominational restrictions create significant barriers to Bible access. While growth of Evangelical and
Pentecostal movements has been rapid, access to Scripture remains scarce. To meet the immediate
needs of believers, research shows a rough estimate of over 10 million Bibles are urgently required,
partly printed Bibles and partly audio Bibles.

In addition, there is a strong demand for Scripture among seekers—those exploring Christianity.

Bible Formats for Diverse Needs

Given Ethiopia’s low literacy rates and limited access to resources, a strategic approach is necessary
to ensure widespread Bible access.

¢ Printed Bibles remain the top priority, as they are essential for personal devotion, church-based
discipleship, and leadership training. Many believers still prefer physical copies of Scripture for study
and teaching.

e Audio Bibles are the next priority, particularly for rural communities where literacy rates are low,
and access to education is limited. Audio Scripture allows non-literate believers to engage with
God’'s Word and is crucial for areas with oral traditions.

By focusing on both print and audio formats, we can effectively reach Ethiopia’s diverse and growing
Christian population.
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The Challenge of Bible Translations

No Translation (17)
Ethiopia is home to a little over 100 languages spoken by known believers, yet Bible
translations remain insufficient:

Portions of Scripture (22)

Only 37 languages have a complete Bible translation.
27 languages have the New Testament only.

22 languages have only portions of the Bible translated.
17 languages still have no Scripture translation at all.

New Testament (27)

This means that millions of Ethiopian believers do not have access to God’s Word Full Bible (37)
in their native tongue. Many must rely on a second or third language to
understand Scripture, making deep engagement with their faith challenging.
Expanding Bible translation efforts is critical to ensuring that all Ethiopian Christians ~ Spoken Languages with

. Believers in Ethiopia
can fully grasp the message of the Gospel in the language they understand best.

THE CLARION CALL

The need for Bibles in Ethiopia is more than just a logistical challenge—it is a spiritual emergency.
Millions of believers and seekers are hungry for God’s Word, yet conflict, persecution, and economic
struggles continue to restrict access. While printed Bibles remain the most critical need, audio Bibles
are also essential for reaching rural and low-literacy communities.

At the same time, Bible translation efforts must expand to ensure that the 17 remaining languages
without Scripture are reached. Distribution challenges in areas affected by persecution and instability
must also be overcome to bring the Gospel to those in the hardest-to-reach places.

Providing Bibles in the right formats, prioritizing translation, and overcoming these barriers will ensure
that Ethiopian believers are not left without the spiritual nourishment they desperately need. Now is the
time to act—so that every Christian in Ethiopia can hold, hear, and be transformed by the Word of God.
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The Bible Access List (BAL) and the Country Profile utilizes data from various primary and secondary sources.
Key resources include the survey data, World Christian Database, Open Doors' World Watch List files,
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list of data sources and links, please refer to the BAL Methodology available at Bibleaccesslist.org.



