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Dr. James Dobson, a well-known psychologist, writer and host of the Focus on the Family radio 

broadcast, has recently written a book entitled When God Doesn’t Make Sense (1993, Wheaton: 

Tyndale House Publishers). He seeks to equip Christians to handle their trials and afflictions in this life 

and to assure God’s people that they are in the constant care of the One Who is worthy of their trust 

even when they do not fully understand their difficult circumstances. He has a genuine and sincere 

concern to help God’s hurting people and to equip them to handle their adversity in this vale of tears 

through faith in the Lord according to His Word. The call of this book is a call to trust the Lord despite 

our not fully understanding His ways in our lives. 

There is much in the book that is good and true. Dr. Dobson affirms that because God is great 

and incomprehensible and infinite it is arrogant to seek to fully understand God’s ways. He holds 

before us as the object of our faith the one, true, living God Who is eternal, unchanging, and abounding 

in lovingkindness and faithfulness toward His people. 

He speaks sharply against those who say that following Jesus Christ is a fool-proof insurance 

policy against the storms of life. He rejects simplistic platitudes that seek to explain the unsearchable 

ways of God. He states that we will not always have the answers to the “why” questions that arise from 

our hard circumstances. He opposes glib answers to the awesome questions of human suffering and 

reliance on feelings and passions in order to understand God’s ways. Dr. Dobson takes issue with the 

health and wealth movement and the signs and wonders movement. He stands against all who would 

claim that Christians have the power and right to enjoy trouble-free living. He affirms the biblical 

teaching that godly people are not exempt from hardship and pain and difficulties. 

Dr. Dobson includes some great stories and illustrations from his own life and from the lives of 

others that have to do with God’s providential dealings in love and faithfulness with His people in 

times of great trials and tests of faith. He relates these anecdotes in order to call God’s people to faith in 

the Lord Whose precious promises never fail. 

As Reformed Christians, we are in hearty agreement with Dr. Dobson on the above-stated 

points; but regrettably that which is bad and false in the book far outweighs the good and true. Even 

though Dr. Dobson is sincere and well-intentioned in wanting to help sorrowing and struggling 

Christians, much of what he writes is unbiblical and therefore not helpful to Christians experiencing 

God’s frowning providence. 

First of all, the title of the book is defective; for God always makes sense. The problem is not 

that God does not make sense; the problem is that we do not fully understand what God is doing as He 

makes sense by executing His sovereign, eternal, and perfect counsel in His providential dealings with 

us. He shows Himself to be a God of order and not a God of confusion as He works all things 

according to the counsel of His own will. 

Dr. Dobson shows his Arminian convictions by speaking favorable of the Campus Crusade for 

Christ evangelistic tract called "The Four Spiritual Laws.” In commenting on the first so-called 

spiritual law, “God loves you and offers you a wonderful plan for your life,” Dr. Dobson claims that 

this is a scriptural principle and certainly true, but the Bible claims that this is not a scriptural principle 

and certainly untrue. 

Dr. Dobson speaks of Christians who lose God during a period of spiritual confusion, who 

become estranged from the God they no longer understand or trust and who are cut off from the true 

vine and thus lose their nourishment and strengthening. He claims that Jesus spoke of this relationship 

in John 15:5-6, but our Lord is not speaking of true Christians who are cut off from their saving union 

with Him. He is speaking of those who profess union with Him but who in reality have never been 

grafted into Him by grace through faith. They and they alone are the ones who are like branches that 



are cast out, withered, gathered and thrown into the fire to burn. True Christians will never be cut off 

from their union with Jesus Christ, the True Vine. He will abide in them and they in Him forever. 

Dr. Dobson approvingly quotes a liberal theologian who defined faith as "Holding on to 

uncertainties with passionate conviction,” but true, God-given, Holy Spirit wrought faith holds on to 

certainties, for it is a sure knowledge of and hearty confidence in God and His Word. Dr. Dobson 

himself defines faith as “hanging tough when the evidence would have us bail out,” but the Bible 

opposes that definition of faith with its own: “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of 

things not seen,” (Hebrews 11:1). 

Dr. Dobson wrongly exalts the will of man. He claims that “our faith must be grounded in the 

solid commitment of the will,” but were we to do this we would be most miserable; the Bible never 

calls us to ground our faith in our own will. He writes that his grandparents are in heaven today because 

of the perseverance of their faith, but are they not in heaven today because of God’s grace enabling 

them to persevere? Who gets the glory, God or man? Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord! He calls 

people to “choose to trust God by the exercise of the will He has placed within you,” but what about 

the total depravity of man? What about the gracious and powerful work of the Holy Spirit which alone 

enables man to believe in the Lord unto salvation? These biblical realities are nowhere mentioned by 

Dr. Dobson as he calls people to trust the Lord. He asks, “Will we permit the Lord to use our weakness, 

our disability, our disappointment, our inadequacy, to accomplish His purposes?” As if the Lord won’t 

be able to accomplish His purpose for us without our permission! “But he is in one mind, and who can 

turn him? and what his soul desireth, even that he doeth. For he performeth the thing that is appointed 

for me: and many such things are with him” (Job 23:13-14). 

Dr. Dobson is so taken up with his focus on man as he observes many fine examples of 

Christian living that the testimonies recorded or mentioned in the book are man-centered and not God-

centered, focusing on man’s will and prayer and actions. At one point he writes that he admires a 

particular person greatly and believes that the Lord must feel the same; but where in the Bible do we 

find God admiring others? God alone is worthy to be admired! God only do we admire! He does not 

admire us! 

Dr. Dobson again shows that his theology is not that of the Reformed creeds and confessions by 

making a distinction between faith and trust. In the context of suffering in the Christian life, he claims 

that it is possible to have faith in God without trusting Him; but to have true faith in God is to truly 

trust Him. The Bible makes no such distinction. 

Dr. Dobson confuses miracles with God’s kind and unusual providences. Miracles are signs and 

wonders that are redemptive in purpose, and the example Dr. Dobson gives of a miracle is not really a 

miracle according to the Bible. 

Dr. Dobson gives an emphatic “No” to the question, “Has God sent the AIDS epidemic as a 

punishment for homosexual behavior?” In explaining away the judgment of God against 

homosexuality, he sounds like a deist as he writes of God’s having moral laws that are real and 

predictable and violated at great peril apart from the direct and sovereign intervention of God Whose 

wrath is presently being revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men. 

Dr. Dobson blurs the antithesis between the church and the world by holding up an unbeliever 

as a good role model and source of encouragement for Christians. He takes a well-known scientist from 

England who is ungodly by profession and life and calls us to learn how to handle hardship by the way 

this man has learned to handle hardship; but the world does not teach the church how to live. We do not 

look to the world for instruction in living the Christian life. What fellowship does the church have with 

the world? None at all! 

As Dr. Dobson discusses the pain of having children not following in the faith of their parents 

and the efficacy of prayer by parents on behalf of their children, he concludes that God will not force 

Himself on anyone. According to Dr. Dobson, God waits on man to find out what man will do in 

response to God’s offer of salvation. Whether man is saved or not depends on man and not on God. Dr. 



Dobson vainly tries to comfort parents by speaking of conditional salvation. “To claim this great 

salvation, there is a condition. An individual must reach out and take it,” but God’s fulfilling His 

sovereign and saving purposes in covenant families and in the line of continued generations is in no 

way dependent on what man does or does not do. Man-centered comfort is no comfort at all! 

In this connection Dr. Dobson quotes John White with great approval: “We may not ask Him 

(God) to force a man, woman, or child to love and trust Him. To deliver them from overwhelming 

temptation: yes. To give them every opportunity: yes. To reveal His beauty, His tenderness, His 

forgiveness: yes. But to force a man against his will to bow the knee: not in this life. And to force a 

man to trust Him: never.” Dr. Dobson then goes on to say, “The Lord will not save a person against his 

will, but He has a thousand ways of making him more willing.” So Dr. Dobson acknowledges that God 

can and does make a man more willing to believe, but he stops short of saying what the Bible does, that 

God makes dead sinners willing to believe through the regenerating and life-giving work of the Holy 

Spirit. It is God Who effectively opens the hearts of His people to believe. God completely breaks 

down their sinful resistance to Him by irresistible grace so that they are willing to believe in the day of 

His power. Dr. Dobson professes belief in One Who “will not ride roughshod over the will of any other 

individual. He deals respectfully with each person and seeks to attract him or her to Himself.” But this 

is not the God of the Bible Who sovereignly and effectually accomplishes His purposes of salvation 

and judgment in the lives of His creatures. He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills He 

hardens. Dr. Dobson professes to believe in a very nice God Who is mindful of His manners and very 

respectful as He defers to the rights and choices and will of man. He will not interfere with man’s 

choices in order to bring about His own sovereign desire and purpose for individuals; but this is not the 

God and Father of Jesus Christ the Lord. The God of biblical revelation “hath prepared his throne in the 

heavens; and his kingdom ruleth over all,” (Psalm 103:19). “All the inhabitants of the earth are reputed 

as nothing and he doeth according to his will in the army of heaven, and among the inhabitants of the 

earth: and none can stay his hand, or say unto him, What doest thou?” (Daniel 4:35). 

Dr. Dobson is given to speculation without biblical warrant. He wonders if “perhaps a high 

ranking demon is assigned to each church and every Christian college, as Frank Peretti suggested in 

This Present Darkness.’’ In speaking of the influence of his great grandfather and his commitment to 

prayer, Dr. Dobson wonders “if my great grandfather is smiling at me from somewhere.” As if God’s 

people in heaven gaze down on earth to observe what is going on rather than gazing unceasingly on the 

glory of the Lord! 

Dr. Dobson counsels that it is at times reasonable, given adverse and hard circumstances, for us 

to become bitter against the Lord; but is it ever reasonable to become embittered against the Lord? Of 

course not! 

Dr. Dobson ends this book in a most pathetic and blasphemous way. In dealing with people who 

are angry and bitter against God for their hardships that have come to them in God’s providence, he 

counsels that some of these people “need to forgive God for those heartaches that are charged to His 

account.” Dr. Dobson pleads not to be misunderstood at this point, but it is very easy to understand 

what he is saying. Even though Dr. Dobson asserts that God has done no wrong, he believes that 

forgiving God for what He is putting one through will enable the person to become cleansed of 

bitterness and anger. Dr. Dobson calls this “reconciliation” and claims that it is the only way one will 

ever be entirely free. 

He then cites an event from the life of Corrie ten Boom who was held prisoner in concentration 

camps in WWII. He claims that she would have understood the advice he is giving (forgiving God at 

times). In the event described Corrie ten Boom, by God’s grace and in obedience to His Word, forgave 

a man who, as a cruel prison guard, had inflicted much pain on her and her family. In response to his 

repentance and seeking her forgiveness, she forgave him in the name of Jesus Christ. Dr. Dobson 

concludes, “Corrie forgave a guard who shared responsibility for the deaths of her family members; 

surely, we can forgive the King of the universe who sent his only Son to die as an atonement for our 



sins.” But where in the Bible are we commanded to forgive God? Forgive the King of the universe? 

Forgive the One Who does all things well? Forgive the One Whose ways are perfect? Forgive the One 

Who is light and in Whom no darkness dwells at all? Forgive God Whose glory fills heaven and earth? 

What an abominable and odious suggestion. “Blessed be the name of the Lord from this time forth and 

for evermore. From the rising of the sun unto the going down of the same the Lord’s name is to be 

praised,” (Psalm 113:2-3). 

Although there are some good things said by Dr. Dobson in this book, there are as well so many 

erroneous, misleading and unbiblical assertions that the present reviewer does not recommend this 

book; there is too much chaff in with the wheat, and it is not worth trying to sift through the book in a 

most discerning way to glean a few nuggets of gold out of all the fool’s gold present. It is astounding 

that J. I. Packer and R. C. Sproul, two prominent Reformed theologians, would heartily recommend the 

book as they do on the back cover. 

I would recommend instead of this book other books that deal with the same subject but which are 

theologically sound and thus trustworthy: The Mystery of Providence by John Flavel; Behind a 

Frowning Providence by John J. Murray; A Divine Cordial, an exposition of Romans 8:28, by Thomas 

Watson; The Crook in the Lot, on the sovereignty of God in the afflictions of men, by Thomas Boston; 

and When God’s Children Suffer by Horatius Bonar. ❖ 
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