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INTRODUCTION

This is a book about two words. Concerning
them, the late James Montgomery Boice wrote,
“May I put it quite simply? If you understand those
two words—‘but God’—they will save your soul.
If you recall them daily and live by them, they will
transform your life completely.”
It is no surprise, then, that the human authors
of Scripture use this phrase repeatedly to highlight
God’s grace in every aspect of salvation. From
Moses to Paul and just about everywhere in between,
“But God” appears time and again at many crucial
junctures in Scripture. It is the perfect phrase for
highlighting the grace of God against the dark
backdrop of human sin.
To the left of “But God” in Scripture appear
some of the worst human atrocities, characterized by
disobedience and rebellion. To the left of “But God”
is hopelessness, darkness, and death. But to its right,
following “But God,” readers of Scripture will find
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hope, light, and life. Following God’s intervention,
the story of Scripture becomes one of grace, righteousness, and justice.
This book has been born out of my desire to
better understand these two words, and how they
are used in Scripture. Having searched through and
referenced every instance of “But God” (or “But
he,” “But you,” etc.), I have found that this phrase is
used to describe God’s activity in nearly every great
salvation story in the Bible.
“But God” marks God’s relentless, merciful
interventions in human history. It teaches us that
God does not wait for us to bring ourselves to him,
but that he acts first to bring about our good. It also
teaches us of the potential consequences if God
were not to act. Scripture shows over and over that
without God’s intervening grace, without the “But
God” statements in the Bible, the world would be
completely lost in sin and under judgment.
It may not be a common thing to write a book
about two words, but these are no insignificant
words. Indeed, everything Dr. Boice wrote above is
true. If we understand these two words as the biblical
authors use them, we will understand salvation—a
salvation that is by grace alone, through Christ alone.
May the reading of this book, and of the biblical
“But God” statements it contains, cause you to
understand these two words, recall them regularly,
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and allow them to transform your understanding of
God’s grace and thus transform your very life.

But / conjunction / (but): 1) Used to introduce
something contrasting with what has already been
mentioned. 2) Nevertheless; however. 3) On the
contrary; in contrast.
God / noun / (How much time do you have?)
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Part One

GOD SHOWS HOW
HE SAVES

8

One

GOD PRESERVES
HUMANITY
Genesis 8:1, Noah

I had been serving as an associate pastor at a small
church in Grand Junction, Colorado, for about a year
before I got out and did any real hiking (I’m much
more comfortable behind a desk). On the recommendation of a longtime resident, I took a group of at-risk
junior high boys to Hanging Lake, a small body of
water east of town. Once you reach the trailhead the
only way to the lake is on foot; the terrain just gets too
rough. So we drove the ninety minutes to the trail, ate
lunch, filled our water bottles, and began to climb.
None of us were seasoned hikers, and it didn’t
take long for our lack of experience to show. While
the trail was not spectacularly difficult, we had to
work hard, stepping over rocks and traversing small
streambeds. The boys probably wished they could
have spent the day playing video games.
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But then we reached the top and looked out over
Hanging Lake. None of us had ever seen anything
like it. The water was perfectly clear, with fish darting
back and forth in full view. One waterfall fed the
lake, and a second one at the opposite side emptied
it. We walked along a boardwalk built on the rocky
shoreline, the beauty of God’s creation mingling
with man’s ingenuity. And we crossed part of the
lake on a fallen tree, careful not to fall into water that
was surely as cold as it was clear.
Eventually, we made our way back down the
trail (a much easier trip), climbed back into the car,
and drove home. I dropped the boys off at their
houses, then went home myself.
Thus, the day ended not with a bang but with
a bit of a fizzle. We had spent the bulk of our time
traveling—in car and on foot. The company had
been good and the exercise much needed. Still, we
never would have done it if not for the promise of
that experience we had in the middle of the day—
seeing the lake and enjoying God’s creation together.
The best part of the day was not the beginning or the
end, but the middle.

Saving the Best for the Middle
So often in our great stories and life experiences, the
best is saved for last. From the game-winning home
run in the bottom of the ninth inning to the dramatic
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scene just before the credits roll to the encore performance at a great concert, we just seem to love the
grand finale. However, many of the stories in the
Bible do not save the best for last. Like my hiking
trip to Hanging Lake, we must look to the middle of
many biblical stories to find the best parts, the most
meaningful parts.
Take for example the first great salvation story
in Scripture—the account of Noah. Reading the
flood account is like following a trail across a great
mountain: it ascends until it gets to the main point,
then descends again. The whole journey is important,
but the most glorious part happens at the mountaintop in the middle.
The main points of the biblical story of Noah
and the flood, as told in Genesis, appear as follows:1
• The earth became incredibly corrupt, to the
point where God regretted creating mankind and
decided to destroy all human beings (6:1–6:7).
• God chose to save one man (Noah) and gave him
instructions for building a large ark in which to
survive the flood God would send to destroy the
world (6:8–7:25).
• Noah went into the ark, along with his family
and some of each kind of animal, and the flood
came upon the earth, wiping out all men and
beasts outside the ark (7:6–24).
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• The flood subsided and Noah left the ark with
his family (8:1–19).
• Noah sacrificed to God, God promised never
to destroy every living creature again, and God
made a covenant with Noah (8:20–9:17)
• Noah planted vineyards in the new world,
became drunk from the wine, was mistreated by
his son Ham, and died (9:18–29).
At the center point of the flood account, we read:
But God remembered Noah and all the beasts
and all the livestock that were with him in the ark.
And God made a wind blow over the earth, and
the waters subsided. (Genesis 8:1)
This verse reveals the main point of the story.
Mankind deserved destruction, and even Noah
found himself in dire straits, floating with his family
and a host of animals in a glorified box over the
flood-covered world. At this point, the very heart
of the story, we encounter the incredibly important
words, “But God.” God remembered Noah and
saved him. God chose not to let humanity die out,
instead initiating a salvation plan.

Numbers Show the Center
Shouldn’t we perhaps view the exit from the ark as
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more important? How about the moment when
God makes his covenant with Noah? What about
the other portions of the story? How do we know
Genesis 8:1 is truly the significant center?
We know by looking to the biblical text itself.
The author of Genesis, Moses, wants us to see that
everything in the flood account points to God’s
salvation—the “But God” of 8:1. One way he does
this is by emphasizing the divine chronology.
Moses tells the flood story in Genesis 7 and 8
using a numerical/chronological structure, framing
the center of the story (Genesis 8:1). Consider these
verses:
• And after seven days the waters of the flood
came upon the earth (7:10).
• The flood continued forty days on the earth
(7:17a).
• And the waters prevailed on the earth 150 days
(7:24).
• At the end of 150 days the waters had abated
(8:3b).
• At the end of forty days Noah opened the
window of the ark that he had made and sent
forth a raven (8:6–7a).
• He waited another seven days, and again he sent
forth the dove out of the ark (8:10).

13

“But God...”

The structure of this text reveals itself clearly.
The numbers ascend, from seven to forty to 150, and
then descend, from 150 to forty to seven. This is a
well-known ancient literary structure called a chiasm,
intended to direct the reader’s attention toward what
occurs in the middle of the story. In this case, the very
peak of this biblical mountain is Genesis 8:1–2.
“But God” is at the heart of the flood account.

Grace and Remembering
Perhaps no Bible story suffers from more trivialized
telling and retelling than that of the flood. Children’s
books, toys, and Sunday school curricula often
depict Noah in a proportionally tiny ark sailing
along happily with a few cheerful animals. Such
presentations typically focus on either the animals or
Noah’s piety.
But the biblical story of Noah is no mere
morality tale. The point is not that the rest of the
world was really bad but Noah was really good, so
God decided to save him. In fact, Noah does not
even serve as the main character in the story. The
main player in the biblical flood account is God. The
entire story points to him.
We have already seen how the chiasm of this story
centers the account on 8:1, “But God remembered
Noah” But we also need to understand that when
the Bible speaks of God “remembering” someone,
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it does not mean he had previously forgotten about
that person. It means he is choosing to work on
the person’s behalf, and for his good.2 Certainly,
this describes what happens in the flood account.
With the rest of the world lying dead under a sea of
judgment and Noah floating aimlessly above with
a slew of animals, God remembered him; he would
not let Noah die. God saved him by reversing the
flood and giving Noah a new world in which to live.
In other words, the flood story is about God’s
grace. Even the first significant statement made
about Noah tells us more about God’s grace than
about Noah himself: “So the Lord said, ‘I will blot
out man whom I have created from the face of the
land, man and animals and creeping things and
birds of the heavens, for I am sorry that I have made
them.’ But Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord”
(Genesis 6:7–8). The word “favor” might not seem
especially meaningful to us, but the Hebrew word
translated here as “favor” can also be translated as
“grace.” In fact, the King James Version translators
used that very word, “But Noah found grace in the
eyes of the Lord.”
This is the first time we find the word grace in
Scripture.
Amid a sin-corrupted world, God looked
at Noah and decided to treat him differently. He
decided not to give him the judgment that his sins
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deserved, but instead to bless him and to preserve the
entire human race through him. Only after noting
that Noah received grace did Moses recount Noah’s
righteousness (Genesis 6:9). This order conveys
something significant. Henry Morris writes:
Note the consistent biblical order here. First,
Noah “found grace.” Then Noah was “a just
man” (that is, “justified” or “declared to be
righteous”). Thus, he was “perfect in his generations” (or “complete,” in so far as God’s
records are concerned), and therefore he was
able to “walk with God.” Salvation in any era is
exactly in this way. By sovereign grace, received
through faith, the believer is justified before God
and declared to be complete in him. Only as a
result of, and on the basis of, this glorious gift of
grace, can one then “walk” in fellowship with
God, showing the genuineness of his faith by his
works.3
The biblical account of the flood does not exist
to glorify Noah or to tell a cute story about animals
but to exalt the Lord as the God who saves. God
saves men by his grace, through the cross, and he
saves them unto good deeds and obedience. Noah
was a righteous man only because he received the
grace of God. He was a sinner4 who needed God

16

God Preserves Humanity

to remember him if he would survive the judgment
God had sent upon the earth. And God did so.
The flood account takes us up the mountain of
God’s grace and back down, centering on this one
glorious point: the world was doomed to destruction, but God chose to remember one man and show
him grace. This narrative sets the tone for every great
salvation story in the Bible—God saves people by
his own doing, keeping them from the judgment
they rightfully deserve. “But God,” as we will
continue to see, plays an absolutely necessary role in
every great salvation epic in Scripture.

But God remembered Noah and all the beasts
and all the livestock that were with him in the ark.
And God made a wind blow over the earth, and the
waters subsided.

Next:
The “But God” moment when God began to
form his people into a nation.
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GOD CREATES A
NATION
Exodus 13:18, The Red Sea

As the story line of Scripture progresses, the
scope of God’s salvation plan expands, taking on a
corporate aspect. Beginning with Abraham, God
repeatedly says, “I will make of you a great nation”
(Genesis 12:2). The remainder of the book of Genesis
shows how God began to form this nation, increasing its size and molding its collective character.
The process starts with Abraham and continues
in the families of his son Isaac and his grandson
Jacob. God changes Jacob’s name to Israel (Genesis
32), thereby renaming a nation that would grow
rather rapidly, due to his eventual twelve sons. When
we come to the book of Exodus, we find that the
nation of Israel has grown exceedingly large (Exodus
1:7), yet Egypt, the world superpower of the day,
has enslaved them. These Israelites are a pitiable,
oppressed people, with no way out of their predica-
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ment. In order for them to become the great nation
that God had promised they would be, something
extraordinary must happen. They need a “But God”
event.

The Transformation Begins
The transformation of Israel begins when God sends
Moses to deliver the people from bondage. Through
Moses, God works wonder after wonder to bring
about the Israelites’ deliverance, yet Pharaoh repeatedly refuses to let them go. Only after God brings
about the death of all Egyptian firstborns (sparing
the Israelites through the Passover sacrifice) does
Pharaoh free Israel from bondage.
So a couple of million souls, from infants to
the elderly—a people who have known nothing
but slavery, poverty, and bondage for hundreds of
years—march out into the desert. What next? Which
way do they go?
Neither Moses nor the Israelites had to answer
those questions. The God who had done wonders
on their behalf had not finished doing them good
and leading them. The Israelites did not need to
determine their own route out of Egypt. Instead,
God led them with a cloud by day and a pillar of fire
by night (Exodus 13:21).
And he led them on an unexpected route—not
the easiest or most direct route to the Promised Land.
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Not even close. But God had good reasons for this.
One reason was that he did not want them to meet
war too soon. Exodus 13:17 says, “When Pharaoh
let the people go, God did not lead them by way of
the land of the Philistines, although that was near.
For God said, ‘Lest the people change their minds
when they see war and return to Egypt.’” God dealt
graciously with the Israelites, who had never known
battle. Some Bible scholars believe that they were
not even armed with real weapons at this point.5 In
any event, they were certainly not ready to fight, and
God kindly protected them from needing to fight
too soon.
But God had a second reason for leading the
Israelites to the Red Sea—so that he could fight for
them.
After releasing the Israelites to the desert where
they followed the pillar and the cloud, Pharaoh
changed his mind and came after them in order to
enslave them again. An enslaved Israel could never
become the nation God had promised they would
be, and Israel could not match the strength of
Pharaoh’s soldiers and chariots, so God had to act.
And Scripture reveals that the sovereign, omniscient
God had already acted. Before Pharaoh had his latest
(and last) change of heart, the necessary “But God”
moment had already taken place:
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But God led the people around by the way of the
wilderness toward the Red Sea. (Exodus 13:18a).
Pharaoh thought he had set the stage for a
dramatic moment of victory. But kings do not set
such stages; God does. God had indeed set this stage
for a dramatic moment. It would not, however, be a
moment of victory for Pharaoh.

Dry Land, Wet Walls
At first glance, it seems that the Israelites were in a
horrid predicament, backed up against the sea with
nowhere for retreat. If they had any sense that the
Egyptians might come after them (and they should
have, given how fickle Pharaoh had been), this was
not a smart place to go. But according to the biblical
account, God led them there. They became backed up
against the Red Sea because God wanted them there.
Israel’s crossing of the Red Sea has been immortalized not only in the biblical record, but also in
Cecil B. DeMille’s landmark film, The Ten Commandments. The most visually impressive scene
in the movie shows the parting of the Red Sea so
that the Israelites could walk through on dry land.
Operating in the days before computer-generated
special effects, DeMille went to great lengths to
re-create this event. He refused to use any handdrawn animation to enhance the scene but creatively
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filmed large amounts of water in various ways,
splicing the shots together to achieve the finished
effect. No wonder the film won the 1956 Academy
Award for best visual effects.
DeMille rightly put great effort into that scene,
for it was central not only to the movie, but also to
God’s story of salvation. The Red Sea was where
God once and for all “saved Israel . . . from the hand
of the Egyptians,” where “Israel saw the great power
that the Lord used against the Egyptians,” and
where “the people feared the Lord, and . . . believed
in the Lord and in his servant Moses” (Exodus
14:30–31). Here we see Israel’s formal beginning as a
nation—the people’s initiation, of sorts, as the people
of God. Paul writes that “all [Israel] were baptized
into Moses in the cloud and in the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:2). The Red Sea crossing became a truly
monumental event in Israel’s history.
Israel’s deliverance that day was all of God, as he
parted the waters so that Israel could walk through
on dry land. Meanwhile, he held the Egyptians back
so that they could not pursue until all the Israelites
had passed through. When God then allowed the
Egyptians to follow Israel into the sea, the waters
closed upon them so that they were completely
defeated. That day, Israel became an independent
nation, not owing to any effort of the people, but
only to God’s deliverance.
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In September 2010, a team from the National
Center for Atmospheric Research determined
that the Red Sea crossing could have been accomplished by a natural phenomenon known as “wind
setdown.” They demonstrated how, under the right
circumstances, a 63-mph wind, blowing for twelve
hours, could push a small body of water aside so
that people could cross on dry land. Thus, they
concluded that the Red Sea crossing could have been
achieved by entirely natural circumstances.6
However, the phenomenon the researchers
described does not come close to what we read in
Scripture. In Exodus, “the people of Israel went
into the midst of the sea on dry ground, the waters
being a wall to them on their right hand and on their
left” (Exodus 14:22). We read also that when God
closed the sea, “The waters returned and covered the
chariots and the horsemen; of all the host of Pharaoh
that had followed them into the sea, not one of them
remained” (Exodus 14:28).
This was not a mere streambed pushed aside by
a heavy wind. This body of water was large enough
to submerge an entire army—and God parted it,
held it back, and then released it with perfect timing.
God delivered Israel in such a way that no Israelite
could attribute it to anything other than the Lord’s
great power and strength. Miriam’s spontaneous, infectious celebration (Exodus 15:20-21) then
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symbolized a new courage and joy that God had
planted in the hearts of his people. The transformation of that people, from oppressed slaves to great
nation, had begun. They started to see their God as
both powerful and faithful, and they began to understand that he had indeed called them as his own. Ever
since that day, God’s chosen ones have celebrated
that deliverance and the process of transformation it
initiated.

A Newborn, Abandoned
Why did God choose to defend and embrace this
particular people at this particular time? Not because
they were impressive, or powerful, or wealthy, or
well-organized, or especially promising in any way.
It would be an understatement to say that this people
had failed to distinguish themselves; without ever
having been invaded or conquered, they had become
a nation of slaves living within and serving a nation
of non-slaves. Later in Scripture, God remembers
Israel’s degree of helplessness when he called them
as his chosen people. In vivid language, he tells them
there was nothing in them that was of value to him:
And as for your birth, on the day you were born
your cord was not cut, nor were you washed
with water to cleanse you, nor rubbed with
salt, nor wrapped in swaddling cloths. No eye
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pitied you, to do any of these things to you out
of compassion for you, but you were cast out on
the open field, for you were abhorred, on the day
that you were born. And when I passed by you
and saw you wallowing in your blood, I said to
you in your blood, “Live!” I said to you in your
blood, “Live!” (Ezekiel 16:4–6)
The picture God paints of Israel in its beginning
is not that of a powerful nation but of an abandoned
orphan, a helpless baby entirely dependent on others
for life. Yet God adopted the people and turned them
into a nation unique in all the earth—a nation created
not by military strength or political strategy, but by
God himself.

God Delights to Help the Helpless
One of my collegiate textbooks on world history
consisted of a collection of surveys about great
ancient nations. It covered Egypt, Greece, Rome,
and others, including Israel. The authors wrote that
Israel had done nothing significant to benefit the
world in the areas of art, music, literature, military
prowess, or political innovation. Nevertheless, the
authors claimed that Israel had to be ranked among
the great nations of history because of its marvelous
religious ingenuity. It was a mystery to the authors
how this small nation, completely insignificant from
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a historical perspective, could have concocted a
religion so magnificent that it has influenced nearly
every facet of world history since then.
Only the Bible solves this mystery. The biblical
story shows that “religious innovation” does not
account for Israel’s significance. Only the marvelous
grace of God does. The Israelites had surely done
nothing to commend themselves to God or man:
• Prior to their initiation as a nation in the crossing
of the Red Sea, Israel had been a band of slaves in
Egypt.
• Prior to their slavery in Egypt, they had been an
insignificant family marked by petty jealousy
and infighting.
• Prior to that, their namesake, Israel (Jacob), had
been known primarily as a deceiver.
• Prior to that, Abraham had been an old man
with a barren wife.
At no single point in the history of Israel do the
Israelites as a people appear strong or powerful. But
God delights in helping the weak. And he delights in
choosing those who have no ability to save themselves.
Later in Israel’s history, when God gave his
people his law, he commanded them to bring tithes
to the temple once a year. When they brought their
offerings, they recited the following words:
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A wandering Aramean was my father. And he
went down into Egypt and sojourned there,
few in number, and there he became a nation,
great, mighty, and populous. And the Egyptians
treated us harshly and humiliated us and laid on
us hard labor. Then we cried to the Lord, the
God of our fathers, and the Lord heard our
voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our
oppression. And the Lord brought us out of
Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched
arm, with great deeds of terror, with signs and
wonders. (Deuteronomy 26:5–8)
If this story did not reference God, it would
seem ridiculous. Tribes of nomadic shepherds do
not grow into a nation of poor, oppressed slaves and
then simply decide to walk out on their slave masters.
But God’s work on Israel’s behalf causes this story to
make sense.
God did not choose some powerful nation to
advance his plan of salvation. He chose slaves instead
of masters, and he did all the work for them. He
showed them that he is the one true God, and that he
had made them a nation by his might, not their own.
He backed them into an inescapable corner, with the
sea behind them and the world’s most powerful army
advancing toward them. He alone delivered them
from this predicament, establishing them as a nation.
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He graciously orchestrated every step along the way
so that these things could not be any more apparent
to his people. In this way, he forever changed how
the people thought about him and about themselves
in relation to him. The transformation had begun.

But God led the people around by the way of the
wilderness toward the Red Sea.

Next:
A “But God” statement that assures even rebels
of God’s unfailing love.
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