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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 



6

“But God...”

hope, light, and life. Following God’s intervention, 
the story of Scripture becomes one of grace, righ-
teousness, 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
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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 recommen-
dation 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 per-
formance 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 mountain-
top 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).



14

“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 gen-
erations” (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 
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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 destruc-
tion, 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.



Buy books individually, or save 
money with a monthly  
subscription:

Print     $6.49 
Ebook (Mobipocket, PDF, or ePub) $3.99

For churches or reading  
groups, bulk print sales are 
available:

6 to 50 print books  $7.45 
51+ print books  $6.45

Kindle, iPad, Nook  $5.99

Website
     CruciformPress.com
Newsletter 
     http://bit.ly/CruciformNL
Sampler
     http://bit.ly/samplr
Facebook
     http://on.fb.me/Cruciform 
Twitter
     @CruciformPress
Single Ebook Downloads 
     $5.45 each

http://cruciformpress.com/our-books
http://cruciformpress.com/subscriptions
http://cruciformpress.com
http://bit.ly/CruciformNL
http://bit.ly/samplr
http://on.fb.me/Cruciform
http://twitter.com/cruciformpress
http://cruciformpress.com/news/ebook-immediate-download/


“Staci Eastin packs a gracious punch, full of insights about our 
disorganized hearts and lives, immediately followed by the balm of 
gospel-shaped hopes. This book is ideal for accountability partners 
and small groups.”

Carolyn McCulley, blogger, filmmaker, author of Radical 
Womanhood and Did I Kiss Marriage Goodbye?

“Unless we understand the spiritual dimension of productivity, our 
techniques will ultimately backfire. Find that dimension here. En-
couraging and uplifting rather than guilt-driven, this book can help 
women who want to be more organized but know that adding a new 
method is not enough.”

Matt Perman, Director of Strategy at Desiring God, blogger, 
author of the forthcoming book, What’s Best Next: How the 
Gospel Transforms the Way You Get Things Done

“Organizing a home can be an insurmountable challenge for a wom-
an. The Organized Heart makes a unique connection between idols 
of the heart and the ability to run a well-managed home. This is not 
a how-to. Eastin looks at sin as the root problem of disorganization. 
She offers a fresh new approach and one I recommend, especially to 
those of us who have tried all the other self-help models and failed.” 

Aileen Challies, Mom of three, and wife of blogger, author, 
and pastor Tim Challies

The Organized Heart
A Woman’s Guide to Conquering 
Chaos

by Staci Eastin

Disorganized?  
You dont need more rules, the  
latest technique, or a new gadget.  

This book will show you a different, 
better way. A way grounded in the 
grace of God. 

http://cruciformpress.com/our-books/the-organized-heart/


“C.S. Lewis wrote that he paradoxically loved The Lord of the Rings 
because it ‘broke his heart’— and Greg Lucas’ writing does the same 
for me.”

Justin Taylor , Managing Editor, ESV Study Bible

“Witty... stunning... striking... humorous and heartfelt. Wrestling with an 
Angel provides a fresh, honest look at one father’s struggle to embrace 
God in the midst of his son’s disability.  Can sheer laughter and weep-
ing gracefully coexist in a world of so much affliction? Greg knows all 
about it. I highly recommend this wonderfully personal book!”

Joni Eareckson Tada, Joni and Friends International 

“You will laugh; you will cry. You will feel sick; you will feel inspired. 
You will be repulsed by the ugliness of sin; you will be overwhelmed 
by the love of God. Greg Lucas takes us on an unforgettable ride as he 
extracts the most beautiful insights into grace from the most painful 
experiences of life.”

David P. Murray, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

“Greg Lucas  is a captivating storyteller. When he writes about life with 
Jake,  I recognize God’s grace and loving persistence in my life. I want 
more!”

Noël Piper, author, and wife of pastor and author John Piper

Wrestling with an Angel
A Story of Love, Disability 
and the Lessons of Grace

by Greg Lucas

The riveting, inspiring true story 
that readers have called  

“a touchstone book of my life,” and 
“alternately hilarious and heart-

breaking,” a book that  
“turns the  diamond of grace in  

such a way that you see facets  
you never really noticed before.” 

http://cruciformpress.com/our-books/wrestling-with-an-angel/


Download our Free 109-page sampler

http://cruciformpress.com/about/sampler

