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Some argue that there is an intrinsic conflict between faith and science, a view that has been termed the 

‘conflict thesis’. Prominent atheist Sam Harris wrote, “The conflict between religion and science is 

inherent … . The success of science often comes at the expense of religious dogma; the maintenance of 

religious dogma always comes at the expense of science.”1 Others disagree, arguing that the biblical 

doctrines of God and creation provided the intellectual framework necessary for science. Science, they 

say had Christian roots.2 Those who support the ‘conflict thesis’ often cite the ‘Galileo affair’ as 

evidence that, historically, Christianity has obstructed the progress of science. Galileo, they claim, had 

established that the earth is not stationary, spinning on its axis and orbiting the sun. Despite this, they 

say, in great ignorance the Inquisition of the Roman Catholic Church persecuted him, dismissed his 

arguments and declared his view to be heresy. Bertrand Russell asserted: 

 

“The conflict between Galileo and the Inquisition is not merely the conflict between free 

thought and bigotry or between science and religion; it is a conflict between the spirit of 

induction [i.e. seeking knowledge through the scientific method] and the spirit of deduction 

[i.e. seeking knowledge through divine revelation].”3 

 

More scholarly research, however, has demonstrated this view to be very simplistic. It fails to deal 

adequately with the facts and, in some respects, is simply in error.  

 

To properly understand the ‘Galileo affair’ it is necessary to have some knowledge of the different 

views or ‘models’ of the universe current at the time, as explained below. 

 

Aristotle’s model (fig. 1) 

Aristotle (384–322 BC) held that the earth is the centre of the universe, that it is stationary, and the sun, 

stars and planets revolve around it in perfectly circular orbits. This might be described as the ‘geostatic 

and geocentric’ model—from Greek, gē (the earth), statikos (causing to stand) and kentron (centre).  

 

Ptolemy’s model (fig. 2) 

Claudius Ptolemy (c. 100–170 AD) noted that Aristotle’s model failed to accurately predict the planets’ 

positions over time. He therefore modified it, introducing an eccentric, an equant and epicycles. This 

enabled a far better correlation between theory and observations. 

 

Copernicus’s model (fig. 3) 

Nicholaus Copernicus (1473–1543) proposed a completely different arrangement. This placed the sun 

at the centre, with a spinning earth which orbited the sun along with the other planets. This might be 

described as a ‘heliocentric and geokinetic model’—from Greek, hēlios (the sun) and kentron (centre), 

and gē (the earth) and kinētikos (moving). It is usually depicted as shown in fig. 3, although this is not 

strictly accurate as the planets move in epicycles as with Ptolemy’s model. In 1533, the Copernican 

theory was presented to Pope Clement VII who received it favourably and rewarded the presenter with 

a generous gift.4 

 

Brahe’s model (fig. 4) 

Tycho Brahe (1546–1601) proposed another geostatic model, but with the planets orbiting the sun. 

Again, the figure is not strictly accurate as the planets move in epicycles. 

 

Kepler’s model (fig. 5) 

Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) proposed another heliocentric model with the planetary orbits as ellipses 

rather than circles, removing the need for epicycles. Kepler’s model is now known to be the correct 

one. Only with the sun at the centre would there be sufficient gravitational force to keep the planets in 

an orbit, and Copernicus’s model cannot be right as there is no mechanism to produce the required 

epicycles.  



 

 
 

Fig. 1. Aristotle’s geostatic/geocentric model. The planets move in perfect circles. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Ptolemy’s modifications to Aristotle’s geostatic/geocentric model. Each planet revolves around the centre 

of an epicycle which, in turn revolves around a deferent. The deferent is offset from the centre of the earth by an 

eccentric. The centre of the epicycle follows the profile of the deferent but with constant angular velocity around 

the equant. At the same time, the eccentric and equant revolve around the earth! 



 
 

Fig. 3. Copernicus’s heliocentric/geokinetic model. The epicycles are not shown. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Brahe’s geostatic/geo-heliocentric model. The epicycles are not shown. 



 

 

 
 

Fig. 5. Kepler’s heliocentric/geokinetic model with elliptical orbits and no epicycles.  

 

 

 

Weighing the evidence 
At the time of Galileo, many astronomers had rejected Aristotle’s model as it failed to predict the actual 

positions of the planets over time. Significant doubt had also been cast over Ptolemy’s model as it failed 

to explain the phases of Venus. Like the moon, Venus waxes and wanes and, if it orbited the earth, it 

would appear darkest when it is smallest. Observations, however, showed the opposite—when furthest 

from the earth most of its surface was visible. These observations, however, were consistent with 

models that had Venus orbiting the sun (see fig. 6). 

 

There was also much scepticism surrounding geokinetic models as these predicted that, when viewed 

from the earth, the relative positions of the stars would change over the course of a year, which was not 

observed. Seventeenth century astronomers knew that, if the earth moved around the sun, this would 

give rise to what is termed ‘stellar parallax’ as shown in fig. 7. Although this can be seen today, at the 

time of Galileo telescopes were insufficiently powerful to detect it. 

 

Table 1 provides a summary of the models and observations available to scientists at the time of Galileo. 

According to this, Tycho Brahe’s model provides the best fit with the data. Consequently, it became the 

favoured model by most astronomers of the day (fig. 8). 



 

 

 
Fig. 6. The phases of Venus as predicted by geocentric and heliocentric models. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 7. Stellar parallax. Heliocentric models predict that, as seen from the earth, the relative positions of the stars 

will change over the course of a year. In this diagram the effect is greatly exaggerated and, at the time of Galileo, 

telescopes were insufficiently powerful to detect it. 

 

 



 
 

Table 1. Summary of the models and available scientific data at the time of Galileo. Observations with modern 

instruments show that Kepler’s model most accurately predicts the planets’ movements. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 8. Frontispiece of Giovanni Riccioli's New Almagest (1651). The weight of evidence is shown favouring Brahe’s 

model over that of Copernicus. Ptolemy’s model lies discarded at the bottom right. 



Another argument in favour of geostatic models came from the Bible. There are passages, some thought, 

that indicate that the earth is stationary. For example, Psalm 96:10 states, “The world is firmly 

established, it cannot be moved”; Psalm 104:5 states, “He set the earth on its foundations; it can never 

be moved.” Moreover, other passages seemed to imply that the sun moves around the earth. For 

example, Ecclesiastes 1:5 states, “The sun rises and the sun sets, and hurries back to where it rises.” 

Joshua 10:12–13 states: 

 

“On the day the Lord gave the Amorites over to Israel, Joshua said to the Lord in the 

presence of Israel: ‘Sun, stand still over Gibeon, and you, moon, over the Valley of 

Aijalon.’ So the sun stood still, and the moon stopped, till the nation avenged itself on its 

enemies, as it is written in the Book of Jashar. The sun stopped in the middle of the sky 

and delayed going down about a full day.” 

 

Cardinal Robert Bellarmine was one of the most respected Roman Catholic theologians of the time and 

was also a knowledgeable astronomer. Although he thought that these Bible verses did teach that the 

earth is stationary, he was ready to consider evidence supporting a heliocentric model. He wrote: 

 

“… if there were a real proof that the sun is in the centre of the universe … and that the 

sun does not go round the earth but the earth round the sun, then we should have to proceed 

with great circumspection in explaining the passages of Scripture which appear to teach 

the contrary, and we should rather have to say that we did not understand them … But I do 

not think there is any such proof since none has been shown to me.”5 

 

Galileo favoured Copernicus’s model and argued (incorrectly) that we could be sure that the earth 

moves because this provided the explanation for oceanic tides. The spinning of the earth on its axis and 

its orbit around the sun, he said, caused the seas to ebb and flow over the land.6 Many, however, 

including Cardinal Ballarmine, were unconvinced. They rightly ascribed the tides to the influence of 

the moon, although they didn’t have a complete understanding of the mechanism (Newton’s law of 

gravity having yet to be formulated). 

 

Sadly, Galileo was very unwise in the way he sought to convince people of his point of view and his 

arrogant attitude made him powerful enemies. Arthur Koestler wrote of Galileo’s approach to debate: 

 

“His method was to make a laughing stock of his opponent in which he invariably 

succeeded, whether he happened to be in the right or in the wrong. … It was an excellent 

method to score a moment’s triumph, and make a lifelong enemy.”7 

 

Galileo’s downfall finally came when he wrote a play defending the Copernican model. In this, those 

who did not share his view were described as “mental pygmies”, “dumb idiots” and “hardly deserving 

to be called human beings”.8 Most unwisely, he put one of the pope’s favourite arguments into the 

mouth of a character named Simplicio who had been consistently wrong throughout the play. The pope 

was enraged and, with the encouragement and help of others, he had Galileo brought to trial. He was 

found guilty of conduct that had rendered him “suspected of heresy” and remained under house arrest 

until the end of his life. In order to avoid further charges, he agreed on oath to renounce Copernicus’s 

model as heretical and false. 

 

Many argue that Galileo’s trial was really about politics rather than the Bible or science. Generally, he 

was a brilliant scientist and would use his great intellect and wit to humiliate others. He poured scorn 

on the outdated teaching of the professors in the universities, and the establishment felt threatened by 

him. His play gave his enemies the opportunity to move against him. All this, however, could easily 

have been avoided. Christoph Grienberger was one of the leading church astronomers of the day. If 



only Galileo had behaved reasonably, he said, “he would have stood in renown before the world, he 

would have been spared all his misfortunes and he could have written what he pleased about everything, 

even about the motion of the earth.”9 

 

Does the bible teach that the earth is stationary? 
A strong case can be made that the Bible does not teach that the earth is stationary or that the sun 

revolves around it. In Psalm 96:10 and Psalm 104:5 the Hebrew word translated ‘moved’ is mot which 

means “to totter, shake, or slip”.10 In other words, when the Psalmist says that the earth “will not be 

moved”, he is saying that it won’t be shaken, rather than that it cannot undergo continuous motion. The 

same word is used of righteous people in Psalm 55:22 and Psalm 112:6 where, again, the sense is that 

they will not be shaken, rather than that they cannot move in the normal way. Moreover, the context of 

Psalm 96:10 is God’s reign over humanity not the physical state of the earth; and Psalm 104 is clearly 

poetry and hence the reference to the earth’s “foundations” should not be taken literally.  

 

Many scientists today refer to ‘sunrise and sunset’ even though they do not believe that the sun orbits 

the earth. They are simply using the language of appearance; from the viewpoint of someone on Earth, 

the sun does appear to rise and set. So it is hardly surprising that the Bible should speak in the same 

way, as for example in Ecclesiastes 1:5. In fact, all motion is described with reference to something 

else. We might say that when a train arrives at a station it stops to allow passengers to embark and 

disembark; but, in fact, the train never stops because, along with everything else, it is travelling at great 

speed as the earth hurtles though space so as to orbit the sun once per year. To be more precise, we 

might say that the train stops relative to the platform. Acts 27 gives an account of a shipwreck and in 

verse 27 the NIV reads, “About midnight the sailors sensed they were approaching land.” However, in 

the original Greek text, it refers to the land drawing near to the sailors.11 This illustrates how the same 

motion can be described according to different reference points. Hence, it is perfectly reasonable for 

the book of Joshua to refer to the sun “standing still” as this is how it would appear to someone whose 

reference point is the earth. 

 

Conclusion 
At the time of Galileo’s trial, the scientific evidence did not support the view that the earth orbits the 

sun. Particularly, his proof based on the oceanic tides was wrong. Hence, the Roman Catholic Church 

was fully justified in remaining sceptical about his claims. 

 

Galileo was wrong to insist that Copernicus’s model is the correct one. Although the planets do orbit 

the sun, they do not move in epicycles. It was Kepler who had proposed the correct model and Galileo 

failed to recognise this. 

 

Galileo needlessly made enemies and should have argued his case with appropriate humility and 

respect. Had he done so, he would probably never have been brought to trial.  

 

The ‘Galileo affair’ was not about the church vs science. Rather, as argued by Professor Thomas 

Schirrmacher, “Galileo was the victim of his own arrogance, the envy of his colleagues and the politics 

of Pope Urban VIII.”12 In fact, many high church officials did not support the trial and felt that the 

Inquisition should not be ruling on a matter of science.13,14 

 

The Bible does not teach geocentrism or that the earth is stationary. The Bible is a history book, not a 

science book. It tells us what happened, not how it happened. This doesn’t make its statements any less 

true; but it does require us to be careful when applying them in a scientific context.  
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