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“To those who do not know mathematics it is difficult to get across a real feeling 

as to the beauty, the deepest beauty, of nature ... If you want to learn about nature, 

to appreciate nature, it is necessary to understand the language that she speaks in.” 

(Richard Feynman, The Character of Physical Law, 1965). 

 

“The laws of nature are but the mathematical thoughts of God.” (Johannes Kepler, 

Harmonices Mundi [The Harmony of the World], 1618). 

 

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by Him all 

things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, 

whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been 

created through Him and for Him He is before all things, and in Him all things 

hold together.” (Colossians 2:15-17, emphasis added). 

 

 

Mathematics gives a glimpse (albeit an imperfect one) into the mind of God and the 

language of His creation. Mathematical thinking is then one way in which humanity fulfills its 

role as Divine imagers and stewards of God’s created order. As God’s stewards we are under 

obligation to cultivate not only the ground but our minds, embrace the reasoning ability that God 

has instilled within us and develop a distinctly Christian perspective of mathematics. 

This paper will argue the case for the influence of Christianity on the field of 

mathematics in three parts: the influence of faith on the acceptation (understanding) of 

mathematics, on the appreciation (value) of mathematics, and on the application (work) of 

mathematics. 

 

Acceptation (Understanding) of Mathematics: How Faith Influences Mathematics  

 

To most people mathematics seems uninfluenced by Christianity, or any religion for that 

matter. Math appears on the surface to be values-neutral. It doesn’t matter whether you are a 

Christian, a Jew, a Buddhist, or an Atheist, 2 + 2 will always equal 4 in a base-10 number 

system, the cosine of 
�

�
 will always equal 

�

�
, and the Pythagorean Theorem will always be 

�
�
+ �

�
= 	

�. Not only do mathematical results appear to be the same regardless of creed, 

gender, or ethnicity, so too do the mathematical processes by which those results are obtained. 

There is not a Christian way of finding the zeroes of a polynomial function and a non-Christian 

way. The work of doing mathematics appears then to be an entirely self-contained discipline 

unaffected by the particular world-views of the individual persons involved.  



 As Christians, however, we are not afforded the luxury of taking this viewpoint. We are 

called to think critically on all areas of God’s creation with the understanding that it is God’s 

creation. As Abraham Kuyper states: “No single piece of our mental world is to be hermetically 

sealed off from the rest, and there is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human 

existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”
1
 When we do 

begin to think critically on how our Christian faith may aid us in our understanding of 

mathematics I believe three major areas arise that are beneficial to address. First, faith helps us 

makes connections between truth (be it theological or mathematical) and applicability. As the 

Colossians passage cited above indicates, God is both the Creator of the visible and the invisible 

– but how exactly do these two things relate to each other? Christian faith has answers to this 

problem that has frustrated many a great mathematician. Secondly, Christian faith helps us to 

properly orient our understanding of mathematics in the hierarchy of intellectual disciplines. In 

other words, faith not only helps us realize what we understand (or can understand) but also what 

we don’t (or can’t). Finally, faith aids in our appreciation of the philosophical/theological 

foundation on which mathematics rests. We will now explicate each of these areas a little further. 

 

Connecting the Invisible and the Visible 

 

In 1960, Eugene Wigner, winner of the 1963 Nobel Prize for Physics, wrote an essay 

entitled “The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics in the Natural Sciences.” Wigner 

observes that the mathematical structure of a physics theory often points the way to further 

advances in that theory and even to empirical predictions. He argues that this is not just a 

coincidence and therefore must reflect some larger and deeper truth about both mathematics and 

physics. This is a foundational article to the integration of math and theology in that it marks one 

of the clearest instances in the modern era that a prominent intellectual writing in a purely 

secular academic journal makes such a convincing claim to a power beyond humanity and 

human ability. Wigner wrote:  

 

“The enormous usefulness of mathematics in the natural sciences is something 

bordering on the mysterious and . . . there is no rational explanation for it. . . It is 

not at all natural that ‘laws of nature’ exist, much less that man is able to discern 

them . . . It is difficult to avoid the impression that a miracle confronts us here . . . 

The miracle of appropriateness of the language of mathematics for the 

formulation of the laws of physics is a wonderful gift which we neither 

understand nor deserve.”
2
 

 

It should be noted that Wigner is by no means the first secular academic to make such 

claims. In fact there is a rich history in this regard in the discipline of mathematics which we will 

discuss in the third section of this paper. Rather, what is significant about Wigner’s paper is that 

it clearly articulates the three-fold nature of the “miracle” which mathematicians and 

mathematics educators have spent countless careers trying to explain: order exists in the world 
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around us, humans have the capacity to not only understand this order concretely but also to 

envision mathematics abstractly, and there appears to be a direct correspondence between our 

knowledge and its application in the world around us. Another way of stating the issue:  

 

Mathematics is a system of symbols and logic that exists inside of our heads, in 

our minds. But the physical world, with all of its order and structure, is an 

objective reality that is not inside our heads. So how is it that mathematical 

structures and equations that we dream up in our heads can correspond so closely 

to the law-like behavior of the independent physical world?
3
 

 

Recognizing the existence of a Creator bridges this gap. God instills in Creation mathematical 

order. God creates in humanity the capacity to do and understand mathematics. And finally, God 

designs humanity to be stewards of creation and therefore the capacities placed within humanity 

fit in perfect correspondence to the underlying order of creation. The following diagram
4
 helps to 

illustrate this point. 
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Placing Mathematics in the Broader Scheme of Human Pursuits 

 

There was a time in my own personal background that I left teaching mathematics to 

study theology, because I wanted to be pursuing something with eternal significance. It took four 

years of study and God working in my life to make me realize that God had made me a math 

teacher, that I needed to be faithful to calling, and that pursuing mathematical study and pursuing 

a deeper relationship with Christ are not two mutually exclusive events. Through the Christian 

faith we can properly orient our understanding of mathematics so that we realize its inherent 

value and contribution to our worship of the Creator.  

Let me explain this by way of example, using the most ancient of mathematical 

disciplines: geometry. If we are serious about integrating our faith and mathematics, we must 

begin by asking fundamental questions in which we rethink what our definition of mathematics 

is. So, what is geometry? The prefix Geo means “earth” and the suffix metric means 

“measurement.” Put them together and you get the idea that to do Geometry means to literally 

“measure the earth.” Even in its earliest forms, Geometry was used to analyze positions and 

movements of celestial objects so its reach went beyond the literal “earth.” Perhaps then a better 

translation for Geometry would be to “measure nature.” 

Plato is said to have had the following phrase inscribed above the door to his academy: 

ΑΓΕΩΜΕΤΡΗΤΟΣ ΜΗ∆ΕΙΣ ΕΙΣΙΤΩ. It roughly translates to “Let no one ignorant of Geometry 

enter here.” This translation necessitates clarification. Plato was not standing at the door 

checking transcripts to see who had their Geometry credit. Plato is not interested in his pupils’ 

ability to do mathematics, rather he is interested in his pupils’ ability to think. In this context, 

geometry is a way of thinking; a way of thinking that is logical and consistent, and to be ignorant 

of it is to be unwilling to accept the value of reasoned study. With this idea in mind we can 

broaden our definition of geometry from “measuring nature” to “thinking logically and 

consistently about nature” or perhaps more succinctly “thinking rightly about nature.”  

The next logical question is, if geometry is “thinking rightly about nature,” how do we 

define “rightly”? As Christians, our definition of truth/rightness comes from the nature and 

revelation of God. God is Truth and He has given us His Word to reveal Himself (truth) to us. 

His Word appears in a variety of ways and in general we can classify God’s revelation into two 

broad categories: special revelation and general revelation. Special revelation is detailed and 

specific revelation of the nature of God, the nature of creation, and how the creation is to relate 

to the Creator. This is the Word of God as revealed in the written Word of Scripture and the 

incarnate Word of Jesus Christ. This revelation is primary. This revelation is salvific. General 

revelation is how God has revealed Himself through His creation. Looking at the intricate 

designs and beauty of nature gives us a sense that there must be a Designer, a Creator, behind 

them. Creation is the Word of God that was spoken in Genesis 1 that brought forth order from 

chaos.  This ordered realm in which we live is where we find geometry, only now we can refine 

the definition from “thinking rightly about nature” to a more Christian perspective of “thinking 

rightly about creation” – and by “rightly” we mean with an understanding that special revelation 

exists and is the primary source of revelation for ordering our lives and our relationship to God. 

Putting these ideas together (the ideas of applying geometry to nature, realizing it is a 

system of thinking, understanding nature as creation from a Creator, and seeing special 

revelation as necessary for correctly orienting our thought processes) we begin to see how one 

may approach the study of geometry from a Christian perspective: To do geometry Christianly is 



to order our lives in a right relationship with God, through His Son Jesus Christ and His Holy 

Word, so that we might be able to think clearly, consistently, and truly about His created order. 

A final point needs to be made here about Kurt Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem. 

Geometry (and all of mathematics) is based on a foundation of axioms; statements assumed to be 

true without proof (for example in geometry two points are needed to determine a line). Gödel’s 

theorem states that there is no set of consistent axioms, finite or infinite, from which all the true 

theorems of arithmetic can be derived. For example, suppose we have axioms and find a theorem 

which does not follow from them. If we add the theorem to the axioms, then it will be derivable 

from them. Gödel showed that there still remain theorems true about arithmetic that cannot be 

derived from the augmented axioms. Furthermore, no matter how much you augment the axiom 

system, there still remain theorems that are true but cannot be derived from the axioms. This 

reveals that no rational system, or well-defined procedure, can ever present all truth, for then it 

would have to generate all the truths of arithmetic. Gödel’s theorem basically points out that the 

structures of knowing cannot all be formalized mathematically. In layman’s terms: Gödel proved 

that you can’t prove everything. In summary, faith is always present in mathematics, no matter 

the specific discipline. 

 

Increased Appreciation of Philosophy 

  

The final point I would like to discuss on how Christian faith aids in our understanding of 

mathematics is to point out the richness that Christianity adds to our understanding of the 

philosophical (and ultimately theological) underpinnings of mathematics.  

When discussing mathematics from a Christian perspective, one statement that always 

seem to bubble to the top of the conversation is that mathematics reveals God as a God of order. 

This is true. This is also way underselling the connection between God and math. First, we need 

to realize that when we say things like “Our God is a God of order,” or “Our God is a God of 

love,” or ” Our God is just,” that the concepts of order, love, and justice are not qualities that 

God displays; qualities that exist outside of Him. When we say “God is just” we mean something 

very different than when we say “that judge is just.” When we say “that judge is just,” we mean 

they exhibit the qualities of justice. When we say “God is just,” we mean God defines justice. 

There is no concept of justice apart from an understanding of the nature of God. The same can be 

said of love. We recognize love in a person because we recognize a quality of God in that person. 

It is my belief that we should take this same perspective when we claim that “Our God is a God 

of order.” By this claim we shouldn’t merely mean that God acts in an orderly fashion. We 

should mean God defines what an orderly fashion is. Order is not a quality God decided to 

portray, rather order flows from His nature. 

If this can become our perspective, then when we speak of mathematics portraying God 

as a God of order, that description will carry so much more meaning. Instead of just correlating 

our mathematical results with some quality that God displays, we can realize those results are 

better understood as a manifestation of God’s nature. In a way we are communing with Him in 

our work as mathematicians, gaining deeper insight into His character. 

So how do we define justice from the nature of God? How do we define love from the 

nature of God? God perfectly demonstrated His love and justice in the cross (1 John 4:7-10; 

Romans 3:21-26). As the popular worship song “Sweetly Broken,” by Jeremy Riddle proclaims: 

To the cross I look, to the cross I cling, Of its suffering I do drink, Of its work I do sing, For on it 

my Savior both bruised and crushed, Showed that God is love, And God is just. If stating that 



“God is love” and “God is just” can reveal such deeply profound and intimate parts of our faith, 

why not experience that same kind of revelation from seeing God as a God of order through 

mathematics? Why not see mathematics as worship? 

 

Appreciation (Value) of Mathematics: How Mathematics Contributes to Faith  

 

The integration of faith and mathematics is not simply a one-way street. Not only does 

Christian faith give us a deeper understanding of mathematics but it should also lead to an 

appreciation of mathematics and the ways it might contribute to our faith. Our faith uses 

language that is mathematical without ever really considering the extent of the implications of 

that language. I would like to briefly discuss three areas where this evident and where a proper 

understanding of mathematics may be of some use in Christian theology and practice: the trinity, 

characteristics of God, and the inerrancy of scripture.  

 

Doctrine of the Trinity 

 

“God eternally exists as three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and each is fully 

God, and there is one God.”
5
 The doctrine of the Trinity has mystified human comprehension 

since it was revealed by God. The point of this paper is not to give an exhaustive treatment on 

this doctrine or its history. That can be found elsewhere. Rather, I would simply like to reference 

the work of two authors who demonstrate through mathematics how we can both better 

understand the Trinity and how we can be humbled by its mystery.  

The first comes from Bill R. Williams and Mark S. Dickerson who propose considering 

the Trinity in the language of set theory.
6
 Set theory is the branch of mathematics that studies 

collections of objects. Although any type of object can be collected into a set, set theory is 

applied most often to objects that are relevant to mathematics. The language of set theory can be 

used in the definitions of nearly all mathematical objects. Ultimately set theory deals with 

counting objects by matching sizes of sets. You know that you have the same number of fingers 

on both hands because you can count them, but you can also set your hands on top of each other 

and see that each finger on your right hand matches with a finger on your left hand. So then, we 

can determine sets are equal or not equal without actually counting them. The modern 

understanding of set theory began in 1874 when Georg Cantor showed through set theory that 

there exists different levels of infinity by showing there are infinitely many whole numbers, 

infinitely many irrational numbers, and there are more irrational numbers than whole numbers. 

Williams and Dickerson suggest a mathematical analogue based on the concept of isomorphisms 

(systems or structures of like form) that may present a modest alternative to the analogues and 

metaphors that have been proposed for understanding the Trinity (such as God as light: the sun, 

rays of light, and heat). While no model can provide us with a literal description of reality, this 

mathematical analogue offers a distinct advantage in considering the Trinity: the ability to work 

with finite and infinite concepts in an explicit manner using the notion of sets. 

While mathematics may be able to aid our discussions of the Trinity and the models we 

develop to think about it (as limited as they may be), mathematics can also help our humility in 
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attempting to comprehend this doctrine. Carlos Bovell has offered a suggestion that we can never 

understand the doctrine of the Trinity because of how we conceive of number operations.
7
 Bovell 

sets out to show the usefulness of mathematics with regard to theological discourse; specifically 

he explores the problem of the Trinity and illuminates certain factors that contribute to our 

failure in comprehending it. He illustrates the means by which humans innately group and 

combine individual objects. Such combining and grouping, it is argued, is obtained by means of 

a pairing mechanism. In other words, we are only capable of operating on two numbers at a time. 

Even when we perform complex operations on multiple numbers, our minds simplify this 

process through an order of operations so that we only deal with two numbers at a time. So the 

result of 1 + 2 + 3 cannot be calculated simultaneously. We first add 1 +2 then add the result to 

3. Bovell argues that this binary mechanism, though capable in most mathematical enterprises, is 

inadequate when one considers the relations within the Trinity, and moreover, the very 

operations that define our means of arithmetic conception fail to apprehend the divine 

perichoresis. So then while math aids in our understanding, it can also aid in our humility; a 

tension necessary for meaningful theological pursuits. 

 

Characteristics of God 

 

 Beyond the specific doctrine of the Trinity, mathematics can aid in our contemplations of 

the divine nature. One mathematical concept that can be useful in this area is our understanding 

of dimension. Edwin A. Abbott successfully integrated meaningful theological reflection with 

critical mathematical discourse in a context that feels completely natural in the book Flatland: A 

Romance of Many Dimensions. Flatland is an obscure yet significant novella on math and 

philosophy that engages the reader to grapple with their geometric understanding as well as their 

assumptions about reality. In wrestling with our comprehension of dimension this book provides 

a great contribution to understanding and appreciation for the affinity between mathematical 

concepts and tenets of the Christian faith.  

Let me begin by providing a brief overview of Flatland. This fantasy is set in the flat 

world of the two-dimensional plane in which all the inhabitants are geometric shapes. The 

narrator (A. Square) dedicates the first half of the book to orienting the readers’ perspective to 

life and limitations in a 2-D world as well as introducing the rigid class structure of Flatland 

society. The second half of the book details A. Square’s interaction with a three-dimensional 

being; including his struggle to comprehend the mathematical analogies of higher dimensions, 

his eventual understanding through startling revelation, and the rebuke he experiences from his 

fellow Flatlanders for proclaiming that something exists beyond the perception of the senses. 

Even if you are unfamiliar with the details of Flatland, at this point the parallels that Abbott 

(who was trained in mathematics as well as theology) draws between geometric dimensions and 

divine faith should be abundantly clear.  

The second half of the book can be seen as a theological analogy: the visitor from 

Spaceland interacts with Flatlanders in a way that might mirror how God, who is not bound by 

the limits of three dimensions, interacts with our three-dimensional world. This can aid in our 

contemplation of such questions as “How do we experience God?” Without having read Flatland 

we can still imaging how a 2-dimensional being might view a sphere. If a ball could move 

through a sheet of paper, the 3-dimensional ball would be represented on the paper as a circle of 
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increasing and decreasing diameter. The ball also has the ability to sit above the paper and look 

down upon its contents without actually participating in them. One way of thinking about God is 

to perhaps extend the analogy to contemplate what it would mean for us to be limited to 3-

dimensions, and how a higher dimensional being might interact with us. Interesting questions to 

consider might be: How might our universe appear to a being outside of it? What does it mean 

for God to be “over all, through all, and in all” (Ephesians 4:4-6)? What are our limitations in 

fully understanding God? What would we expect to see if/when God entered the world? Is the 

incarnation like a 3-dimensional cross section of God entering the world? These questions do not 

have easy answers but they have plausible ones that mathematics can aid us with.  

 

The Inerrancy of Scripture 

 

 I would like to make a brief final point on how mathematics can help us in understanding 

the inerrancy of scripture, and specifically how it can develop our practice of textual criticism. 

Textual criticism is the study of the copies of any written document whose autograph (the 

original) is unknown, for the purpose of determining the exact wording of the original. In short, 

this is process by which our modern day Bibles are written. Why such an emphasis on the 

original copies of the text? Historically, the doctrines of the inerrancy and inspiration of scripture 

have applied solely to the original autographs. While we can certainly believe that God has 

providentially overseen the transmission of the text from generation to generation, the authority 

of the biblical text lies in its original authorship (both divine and human) and not in scribal 

copies. Below is a quotation from the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy: 

We affirm that inspiration, strictly speaking, applies only to the autographic text 

of Scripture, which in the providence of God can be ascertained from available 

manuscripts with great accuracy. We further affirm that copies and translations of 

Scripture are the Word of God to the extent that they faithfully represent the 

original. (Article X, Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy, emphasis added).  

Since only the original autograph is considered to be the inspired Word of God, we have 

a duty to attempt to recover the original as much as possible. As Christians committed to biblical 

authority we should be especially interested in textual criticism. We need to approach this task 

with humility and not with dogmatism. There are a great many things about the history of 

transmission of NT manuscripts that we cannot be absolutely sure about. At the same time, we 

need to realize that the phrase “with great accuracy” is a statistical statement and there is much 

that statistical reasoning can bring to bear on the subject of textual criticism, and by extension, 

our understanding of the original biblical text.  

  



The diagram below comes from Timothy J. Finney and his work “Analysis of Textual 

Variation.” It displays the agreements among variant manuscripts of the book of Hebrews. How 

would our approach to textual criticism, and by extension our understanding of scriptural 

inerrancy, change if more theologians could read and interpret diagrams such as this? 

 
 

Application (Work) of Mathematics: The Integration of Mathematics and Faith  

 

I would like to close this paper by making brief mention of significant historical 

examples of devout men integrating their Christian faith with their study of mathematics and 

referencing some of the current work being done on the integration of mathematics and faith that 

we should be aware of. Finally, I would like to discuss the basic practical uses of mathematics in 

ministering to the world around us. 

 

Examples of the Integration of Faith and Mathematics 

 

 The separation of mathematics and theology is a relatively recent development. 

Throughout history people have viewed the pursuit of mathematical study as a way of 

communing with the divine, pursuing something completely beyond the created world we see 

around us. Some famous examples that we as Christians should be aware of: 

 

• Leonhard Euler, perhaps the most famous and influential mathematician of all time and 

the developer of the beautiful identity 
�� + 1 = 0 

• Gottfried Leibniz, credited along with Isaac Newton with developing calculus 

• Blaise Pascal, contributed greatly to mathematics including developing the modern field 

of statistics, even going so far as to offer an apologetic for belief in God based on 

expected value calculations (Pascal’s Wager) 

• Cauchy, Riemann, Hamilton, Venn, Stokes, Martyn, Cundy, Milner, just to name a few 

others 

 



This list is by no means exhaustive as it pertains to people who were mostly pure 

mathematicians and thereby excludes people whose contributions were more scientific, such as 

Galileo, Johannes Kepler and Isaac Newton.  

Current resources that Christians should be aware of: 

 

• James Bradley and Russell Howell, Mathematics Through the Eyes of Faith, HarperOne 

Publishing (August, 2011) 

• James Nickel, Mathematics: Is God Silent? Ross House Books; Revised edition (January 

2001). 

• The Association of Christians in the Mathematical Sciences (acmsonline.org) 

• www.GodandMath.com 

 

This list is also by no means exhaustive, but it represents a good overview and introduction at a 

basic level of the work that is currently being done.  

 

The Ministry of Mathematics 

 

Mathematics is a necessary and useful tool (though it is also so much more). Having  a 

distinctly Christian perspective and practice of mathematics enables us as people to accomplish 

the purposes of the Great Commandment (to love our neighbor and display God’s justice) and 

the Great Commission (spreading the Gospel to all people). Mathematics is a tool for developing 

resources (medicine, roads, bridges, transportation, communication, etc.) that can be used to love 

our neighbors.  

I am of the opinion that the dominion over this world, which God granted to humanity, 

extends well beyond caring for the environment and cultivating the ground. While those are 

noble tasks, I believe the decree also extends to the cultivation of the mind. As stewards of this 

planet we have a responsibility to hone the reasoning ability that God created. The study of 

mathematics and how it can be applied to the problems facing this planet goes along way in 

fulfilling the divine command to respect and care for creation. Of course here I am speaking of 

real problems such as world hunger, or curbing pandemics, not simply how to make the iPhone 

download faster. Math is amazing, God-given tool and if we are to make any claim as overseers 

of this planet from a Christian perspective, then, at least to me, this necessarily entails a proper 

study of mathematics. 

On the other hand, while I believe a proper devotion to the mathematical sciences and 

arts is important, I find it inappropriate to place my hope in math alone. Pure mathematics can 

teach us a great deal about God and the plans He has set in place for His created order, but as 

humans we must recognize that our understanding can never be pure. Our understanding will 

always be tainted by sin. One day that stain will be completely removed, thanks to the grace of 

God demonstrated through His Son, Jesus Christ. That fact alone is worthy of our hope. But until 

that day arrives, we should dedicate ourselves, humbly, to the care and cultivation of this world. 

 


