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Does the Bible Teach that the 
Earth is Flat?
by Kayle B. de Waal

There has been a recent resurgence in the 
belief that the earth is flat.1 Television 
documentaries, internet posts, and entire 
websites are devoted to the idea.2 This ar-
ticle examines the purported biblical evi-

dence brought forward to support this view.3 We will 
provide a brief history of the idea and a brief outline of 
principles of interpretation, present the evidence, criti-
cally engage with it, and present our findings. 

Brief Historical Background
The sixth-century Greek philosopher Pythagoras 

is acknowledged as the first person to contend that the 
earth is a globe.⁴ By the fourth century BC, a spherical 
Earth “became widely accepted among educated peo-
ple.”⁵ How far this acceptance may have trickled down 
to the formally uneducated majority is uncertain. Aris-
totle (384–322 BC) provided evidence for the spherical 
shape of the earth on empirical grounds by around 330 
BC. The Hellenistic world generally acknowledged that 
the earth was spherical in shape.⁶ Randall Younker and 
Richard Davidson study the primary and secondary 
sources related to the Babylonian, Greek and Jewish lit-
erature and conclude that none of these ancient peoples 
believed in a flat earth with a solid dome or vault.⁷ 

As history marched on, views about the shape of 
the earth were questioned. Daniel Boorin states, “A Eu-
rope-wide scholarly amnesia . . . afflicted the continent 
from AD 300 to at least 1300. During those centuries 
Christian faith and dogma suppressed the useful image 
of the world that had been so slowly, so painfully and so 
scrupulously drawn by ancient geographers.”⁸ Howev-
er, in spite of this, the scholarly consensus is that during 
the high Middle Ages (twelfth to thirteenth century), 
“all educated people throughout Europe knew the 
earth’s spherical shape and its approximate circumfer-
ence.”⁹  

By the time of Columbus, his fellow sailors and 
even his critics understood that our world is a globe.10 
This had been an established fact for centuries. The 
popular astronomy textbook On the Sphere of the 
World, published over 250 years before Columbus 
sailed, contends, “That the earth, too, is round is shown 

thus. The . . . stars do not rise and set the same for all 
men everywhere but rise and set sooner for those in the 
east than for those in the west; and of this there is no 
other cause than the bulge of the Earth.”11 

The belief in a flat earth, however, gained serious 
momentum when the Flat Earth Society was estab-
lished in the United States in 1956. In contemporary 
society, the “Flat Earth” movement has seen a recent 
resurgence, with Twitter and YouTube acting as incu-
bators for this view.12 More importantly, some Chris-
tians also believe the Bible teaches that the earth is flat 
because they interpret some passages of Scripture rath-
er literally. It is to that concern that we now turn.

Principles of Interpretation
It is important to have sound principles of inter-

pretation that emerge from Scripture itself. Here are 
some to consider for this study:

1. We must study the Bible in its literary context as 
well as in its ancient historical, religious, social and 
cultural context.  
The Bible was not written with twenty-first-centu-

ry concerns or questions in mind. The Bible was writ-
ten in Hebrew, Greek, or Aramaic to ancient peoples 
who lived in the wider Mediterranean society. 

2. Since the Bible explains and interprets itself, dif-
ficult passages of Scripture must be studied in the 
light of clearer passages of Scripture.
The Bible is the self-revelation of God to human-

kind (2 Tim 3:16). In other words, without the Bible 
we would not know anything about God. The Bible ex-
plains itself in relation to every teaching.

3. God’s creation is the blueprint for our understand-
ing of later passages that say anything about cre-
ation.
The biblical creation story declares the unrivalled 

might and incontrovertible power of God. God who is 
eternal, infinite, and supernatural created this world ex 
nihilo (Rom 4:17; Heb 11:3; Ps 90:2; Isa 44:24; 48:12–
13; 45:18).13 Yet despite His eternality, God acts in a 
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temporal way—in human history—through sequential 
acts intended to bring about His purposes.14 According 
to Jacques Doukhan, “the importance of creation in the 
Bible can be seen through the extensive and numerous 
references within the Hebrew Scriptures” (Exod 15:8, 
17; Isa 40–55; Jer 4:23–26; 31:35–57; Ps 29:2; 95:1–6; 
139:13–14; 145:15; Dan 7–8; 12).15

4. We must determine what genre we are reading in 
the Bible.
The genre16 of Scripture is important to under-

stand and derive the correct meaning from Scripture. If 
we misunderstand the genre of a passage, we can mis-
interpret that passage. This can help decide whether 
statements in Scripture should be taken literally or as 
figures of speech or symbolisms.

5. We must take a God-centred perspective when we 
interpret the Bible. 
The Bible’s main(though not sole) concern is to 

reveal the character of the triune God. As the Bible un-
folds, a distinct portrait of the Lord emerges. God re-
mains greater than the portrait. We never learn all there 
is to know about God, but we do learn about God.17 
This principle is important since God is the creator of 
the earth.

Evidence and Evaluation
The alleged biblical evidence presented for a flat 

earth is fourfold and includes 1) the firmament, 2) the 
waters and the heavens above, 3) the earth being im-
movable, and 4) specific texts that supposedly refer to 
a flat earth.18 The evidence is often simply posted on 
various web pages without any explanation. This article 
will present the evidence by placing similar ideas from 
different verses together, and by presenting accompa-
nying assumptions as well as a biblical evaluation. The 
evaluation will draw from a range of scholarship to 
minimize bias.

Firmament/Vault Texts
•	 “And God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the 

waters to separate water from water.’ So God made 
the vault and separated the water under the vault 
from the water above it. And it was so. God called 
the vault ‘sky.’ And there was evening, and there 
was morning—the second day” (Gen 1:6–8, 14).19

•	 “Praise him, you highest heavens and you waters 
above the skies” (Ps 148:4).

•	 “But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s 
word the heavens came into being and the earth 
was formed out of water and by water” (2 Pet 3:5).

•	 “He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth, 
and its people are like grasshoppers. He stretches 
out the heavens like a canopy, and spreads them 
out like a tent to live in” (Isa 40:22). 

•	 Other verses that support the notion of the 
heavens like a tent or canopy include Psalms 
104:2–3, 19:4–5, 18:16 and 2 Samuel 22:16. 

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the earth has a dome, vault, or 
canopy surrounding it; there are waters above the skies; 
and there is a circle above the earth.

Biblical Evaluation
The Hebrew word rāqîa‘, translated “firmament” 

or “vault,” means “expanse.” There are a number of 
scholars who articulate this view. Kenneth Mathews 
contends “that God created an expanse to create a 
boundary, giving structure to the upper and lower wa-
ters (Gen. 1:6–7). The expanse is the atmosphere that 
distinguishes the surface waters of the earth (i.e. the 
waters below) from the atmospheric waters or clouds 
(i.e. the waters above).”20 The expanse is also the place 
where the sun and moon are placed (Gen 1:15, 17) and 
the birds fly (Gen 1:20). In a similar vein, Hugh Ross 
claims that the “expanse” in Genesis 1:6–8 refers to the 
troposphere and the “waters above” are water vapour. 
He contends that “God’s ‘separation’ of the water accu-
rately describes the formation of the troposphere, the 
atmospheric layer just above the ocean where clouds 
form and humidity resides.”21 Younker and Davidson 
reach the same conclusion when they state that the wa-
ter above the expanse in Genesis 1:7 refers to clouds.22 

Importantly, the term rāqîa‘ is given a name in 
Genesis 1:8—šāmayim (“sky”).23 The Hebrew word 
šāmayim can be translated in English as “heaven” 
and as “sky.” But here the meaning “sky” is intended 
because of the context.24 Later uses of the term rāqîa‘ 
in the Old Testament provide no suggestion that the 
sky is a solid dome.25 It is argued by some that the He-
brews believed there were literal windows or doors in 
the firmament. But a careful study of Scripture can 
help us interpret Scripture. Psalm 78:23 can assist us 
in understanding Psalm 148:4 as it refers to “windows” 
and “heaven.” Psalm 78:23 reads, “Yet He command-
ed the clouds [šĕḥāqîm] above and opened the doors 
of heaven.” The term “the doors of heaven” is explicitly 
associated with clouds by means of poetic synonymous 
parallelism. Old Testament scholars Keil and Delitzsch 
acknowledge that in Hebrew thought “according to the 
Old Testament representation, whenever it rains heavi-
ly, the doors or windows of heaven are opened.”26 Thus 
this term does not describe literal windows in heaven, 
but is used in a poetic, figurative way to express that it 
was heavily raining from the clouds. No wonder Van 
Gemeren states, matter of factly, that the waters above 
the heavens in Psalm 148:4 are various forms of precip-
itation.27    

In 2 Peter 3:5 Peter states that the heretics inten-
tionally failed to remember that the heavens came into 
existence by the Word of God. Peter is alluding to Gen-
esis 1:6–10 with the phrase “out of water and by wa-
ter” (Gk. ex hydatos kai di’ hydatos). God separated the 
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water from the land, so the first part of the phrase “out 
of water” is straightforward. The phrase “and by water” 
is more difficult. It refers, in all likelihood, to the fact 
that the water was the means by which the earth ap-
peared. In other words, as the water receded the earth 
appeared.28  

In relation to Isaiah 40:22, the word “circle” is the 
Hebrew word ḥûg (gUH). The same word is used to refer 
to both a circle and the horizon in Job 22:14 and Prov-
erbs 8:27.29 Other texts like Isaiah 66:1, 1 Kings 8:39, 
and Psalm 2:4 teach that God abides in the heavens 
(ḥûg).30 For example, Isaiah 66:1 reads, “This is what 
the LORD says: “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is 
my footstool. Where is the house you will build for me? 
Where will my resting place be?” We must read all the 
Bible verses on a matter to discern the divine mind and 
learn what truth is. After consulting the other texts, we 
learn that ḥûg, which refers to the circle above the earth 
in Isaiah 40:22, also refers to the heavens as horizon 
in a range of other texts. Therefore, Psalms 104:2–3, 
19:4–5, 18:16, and 2 Samuel 22:16 must be understood 
figuratively. Just as the sun is not a bridegroom coming 
out of his chamber (Ps 19:5), so there is no literal tent 
around the earth.  

In sum, the cumulative evidence from our study 
of these four verses informs us that the Bible does not 
teach that the earth has a dome or vault around it. 
Rather, the Bible teaches that there is an expanse in 
which the clouds and the sun and moon are placed 
(Gen 1:15, 17) and the birds fly (Gen 1:20). There are 
no literal windows or doors in the expanse. Rather, 
the open windows or doors refer to raining, when the 
clouds “release” rain. 

Foundation Texts
•	 “In the beginning you laid the foundations of 

the earth, and the heavens are the work of your 
hands” (Ps 102:25; see also 104:2; 93:1).

•	 “He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth 
up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among 
princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glo-
ry: for the pillars of the earth are the LORD’S, and 
he hath set the world upon them” (1 Sam 2:8, KJV).

•	 “Mine hand also hath laid the foundation of the 
earth, and my right hand hath spanned the heav-
ens: when I call unto them, they stand up togeth-
er (Isa 48:13; see also Zech 12:1).

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the earth has a foundation 
and therefore is flat, and that there are pillars upholding 
the earth.

Biblical Evaluation
The concept of “foundation” points to God’s estab-

lishment of the earth (Ps 78:69; 104:5; 119:90; 148:6).31 
This becomes clearer when we see the parallelism in 
Psalm 78:69, which reads, “He built his sanctuary like 
the heights, like the earth that he established forever.” It 

refers “pictorially to the firmness and stability of God’s 
creation.”32 The notion of foundation or establishment 
refers, therefore, to God’s unchangeable control over 
everything, good and bad, and hence God’s unique-
ness (Deut 32:39; Isa 41:4; 43:10; 48:12).33 By carefully 
comparing Scripture with Scripture, we can move away 
from a literalistic reading of the idea of “foundation.”

The “pillars of the earth” are mentioned in 1 Sam-
uel 2:8. This expression must also be understood in its 
wider biblical context, and not taken literally.34 To help 
us better understand this verse, let us look at Job 26:7, 
which reads, “He stretches out the north over empty 
space; He hangs the earth on nothing.” It would appear 
that these verses contradict each other: how can the 
earth rest on pillars and at the same time hang on noth-
ing?  

The context of each passage leads us to realize that 
the biblical authors are using figurative language when 
they speak about the “pillars of the earth.” Hannah 
speaks the words of 1 Samuel 2:8 during a prayer, after 
dedicating her son Samuel to the Lord. Job speaks the 
words of Job 26:7 while talking with his friends about 
man’s weakness in light of God’s supreme power. This 
sort of poetic imagery—namely, pillars and founda-
tions—is commonly used in Scripture to describe how 
God upholds and maintains the world. Douglas Stu-
art and Gordon Fee remind us that wisdom literature, 
which is what Job and the Psalms are classified as, is 
often misunderstood because of the use of figurative 
language.35 

For example, consider what the Lord says to Job: 
“Where were you when I laid the foundations of the 
earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding. Who deter-
mined its measurements? Surely you know! Or who 
stretched the line upon it? To what were its foundations 
fastened? Or who laid its cornerstone?” (Job 38:4–6). 
The idea that the ancient Hebrews and Mesopotamians 
believed in a simplistic four-cornered earth has been 
disproven by the discovery of a Mesopotamian tablet 
showing that the four “corners” actually refer to the 
four cardinal directions within the circle of the earth.36 
In Isaiah 11:12 and Ezekiel 7:2, the two key Hebrew 
phrases that describe the corners of the earth literal-
ly speak about “four wings” (kăn·pôṯʼ). It would be a 
mistake to assume that four literal ninety-degree an-
gled corners are intended. When the ancient Hebrews 
wanted to describe an object with literal ninety-degree 
angled corners, such as the corners of a house, the cor-
ner of a street, or the corners of an altar, the common 
term employed was pinnah (“corner”). God uses the 
figurative language of foundations and a cornerstone 
to convey something about His person—He is the 
mighty Creator. In the same way, animals do not talk 
and laugh, yet God also tells Job that the horse “laughs 
at fear” (Job 39:22, ESV).   

When we interpret Scripture, we strive to find 
the author’s intended meaning. Seeking to understand 
what genre of literature is being used is also very im-
portant. Just as we use figurative language today, so also 
the writers of Scripture often used figures of speech—
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especially in the wisdom literature. The easier texts 
that introduced this section point to the foundation as 
God’s establishment of the earth and must be used to 
interpret difficult texts like 1 Samuel 2:8.

Immovable Texts
•	 “And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed, until 

the people had avenged themselves upon their en-
emies. Is not this written in the book of Jasher? So 
the sun stood still in the midst of heaven, and hast-
ed not to go down about a whole day” (Josh 10:13). 

•	 “Fear before him, all the earth: the world also shall 
be stable, that it be not moved (1 Chr 16:30, KJV).  

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the earth is immovable.

Biblical Evaluation
As with other biblical passages, we are concerned 

with finding the author’s intention as we study the 
text—rather than reading our ideas and presupposi-
tions into the text. Meaning is defined by the text. The 
principles outlined at the beginning of this article will 
help us engage in this task. The God-centred principle 
of Scripture means that we approach the text as believ-
ers. The text points to the activity of God—His divine, 
supernatural activity in history.  

Joshua 10:13 is sometimes listed without explana-
tion, to posit an earth-centred model of the universe. 
The text does not state that the sun is moving around the 
earth. Oftentimes Scripture portrays natural events from 
the perspective of the observer, but this does not mean 
that this perspective reflects every aspect of reality—it 
only tells us what we realize with our senses, without 
using other tools of investigation. The sun having stood 
still and the dial on the sun clock not moving does not 
necessarily mean that the sun circles around the earth. It 
seems as if the author of this text is not so much fixated 
on our contemporary concerns—the sun standing still 
or the moon stopping—but rather on the fact that God 
answered Joshua’s prayer (Josh 10:14).37 The lengthening 
of the day provided the extra time for Israelite soldiers 
to destroy their enemies. The miracle demonstrated the 
power of Yahweh over and against the Canaanite gods 
Baal and Ashtoreth. These sun and moon gods were sub-
servient to Yahweh and His servant’s command.38  

Our human perspective limits God’s power and 
ability. We seek naturalistic explanations and scientific 
evidence. Job affirms that God’s “wisdom is profound, 
his power vast. He performs wonders that cannot be 
fathomed, miracles that cannot be counted” (Job 9:4, 
10). The truth is we cannot use natural reason to ex-
plain Joshua 10:13–14. If we could, it would cease to 
be a miracle. We cannot explain how God performed 
the miracle of Joshua’s long day any more than we can 
explain how Jesus called Lazarus from the dead (John 
11:38–44) or walked on the Sea of Galilee (Matt 14:22–
33). The inexplicable nature of these events is what 
makes them miracles.39

Literal Flat Earth Texts
•	 “And upon Elam will I bring the four winds from 

the four quarters of heaven, and will scatter them 
toward all those winds; and there shall be no na-
tion whither the outcasts of Elam shall not come” 
(Jer 49:36, KJV). 

•	 “Son of man, this is what the Sovereign LORD says 
to the land of Israel: “The end! The end has come 
upon the four corners of the land!”” (Ezek 7:2).

•	 “And after these things I saw four angels standing 
on the four corners of the earth, holding the four 
winds of the earth, that the wind should not blow 
on the earth, nor on the sea, nor on any tree” (Rev 
7:1; 20:8).

The resulting assumption of misguided interpreta-
tions of these texts is that the four corners of the earth 
indicate that the earth is flat.

Biblical Evaluation
The phrase “the four corners of the land” was a 

common phrase in the ancient world, just as the phrase 
“the four points of the compass” is today.40 In regards to 
the phrase in Ezekiel 7:2, it simply refers to Israel (see 
Ezek 7:1). The phrase in Revelation 7:1 and Jeremiah 
49:36 is a metaphorical expression that geographical-
ly refers to the whole earth. The Greek word for “cor-
ners” in Revelation 7:1 is gonia, which means “angle” 
or “division.” It is more closely related to the modern 
divisions known as quadrants. It does not imply any 
shape or form of the earth.42 James Holding notes that 
the Hebrew word most often translated “earth” in the 
Old Testament is ‘erets, which is used to refer to the 
earth but also designates some specific nation or ter-
ritory, like the “land of Havilah” (Gen 2:11), or it re-
fers to a defined plot of land, like the one purchased by 
Abraham (Gen 23:15).43 Moreover, those who believe 
in a flat earth claim that there are no verses in the Bible 
teaching that the earth is a round spinning ball orbit-
ing the sun. The silence of the Bible does not prove or 
disprove this.

Conclusion
This article has examined the texts used by those 

who believe the earth is flat to support their claim. It 
has also examined the notion that there are pillars un-
der the earth, that there is a vault or dome around the 
earth, and that the earth is immovable. After an exam-
ination of the biblical texts, it is our conclusion that the 
Bible does not teach that the earth is flat, or that it has 
a literal vault or dome, or that there are pillars under 
the earth. The claims for a “flat earth” are made more 
on presupposition than responsible exegesis. The inter-
net sites that use these texts as evidence often provide 
no explanation for them. Further, and with all due re-
spect to the bloggers who promote the “flat earth” view, 
they use these texts out of context, without a contextual 
reading. They take these texts literally, based on faulty 
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assumptions and with a predetermined outcome in 
mind. False assumptions lead to false conclusions; even 
if based on a range of texts, they will not lead to bibli-
cal truth. We cannot take texts, no matter how many, 
out of context to make an apologetic case for an idea 
or doctrine. This leads to faulty doctrine. Biblical truth 
must be grounded in the clear, consistent teaching of 
Scripture that takes seriously the historical, literary, 
cultural, and social context. Each text must be consid-
ered in its context. We must also consider the genre of 
the passage, as this determines how we read and make 
meaning from the text.  

One of the assumptions that some make is that 
the ancient Hebrew people were indebted to other an-
cient peoples in Mesopotamia for their worldview, and 
therefore, texts that refer to a “flat earth,” a “dome/vault 
around the earth,” and “pillars” holding up the earth re-
flect ancient Hebrew views as well. Based on our study, 
this view is untenable. Herman Bavinck contends 
that “the creation stories in Genesis and that of Bab-
ylon are very different on all points.”44 Gordon Wen-
ham declares that “though Genesis shares many of the 
theological presuppositions of the ancient world, most 
of the stories found in these chapters are best read as 
presenting an alternative world-view to those generally 
accepted in the ancient Near East.”45 

Moses, therefore, conveys an alternative worldview 
based on God’s revelation, which at several points is at 
odds with the ancient worldview of the ancient Near 
East.46 For example, humans are an afterthought in an-
cient Near Eastern texts, while in Scripture humans are 
the pinnacle of God’s creative power.47 The ancient He-
brew culture was not superior to other cultures; rather, 
Yahweh simply chose to reveal Himself to this people 
to be a light to the surrounding nations (Gen 12:1–3).

Truth is grounded in a deeper revelation of God 
and His great redeeming love (John 3:16; 1 John 4:8). 
A God-centred contextual reading of Scripture actual-
ly points to God’s indescribable power and sovereign 
control of the earth. The creation event and what is 
described there provides a framework for our appro-
priation of later texts (Job 38:8–11; Ps 104:5–9).48 For 
Israel, and for us, the God of creation is the God of the 
journey of life with all its joys and perplexities. In the 
ancient world there was no divide between the super-
natural and the natural. God was actively involved in 
every minute detail of the world. 
That is something we need in our 
contemporary world.49
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