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The title of this sermon is “…, BUT GOD…” That’s but with one “t”. Our friend Jim Simpson told us of a Scottish pastor who came to the United States on a pulpit exchange. He was preaching from Scripture passages like these that I have chosen today and was struck by the importance of this little conjunction “but.” Unbeknownst to the Scottish preacher, we in the States have that other understanding of butt, and so he was puzzled by the muffled laughter in the congregation as he set forth the three points of his sermon. They were as follows:

1. Everybody has a “but”.

2. It is easy to see everyone else’s “but”.

3. It is hard to see your own “but”.

The preacher was greatly embarrassed upon learning of his mistake. So to avoid any embarrassment, let me be crystal clear – the “but” of this sermon has only one “t”.


That “but” plays a crucial role in the history of God’s people. Often it describes their fickleness – God rescues the people, but the people do what is evil in God’s sight. The prophet warns the king, but the king ignores him. Jesus tells a parable, but the disciples don’t understand. Jesus heals the sick, but the Pharisees plot against him. That little conjunction pops up again and again to thwart faith and faithfulness among God’s people.


How often has that little conjunction disrupted your good intentions? 

I should read my Bible and pray more often, but…. 

I should do more for those in need, but… 

I would teach Sunday School, but…. 

I don’t need so many things, but…. 

Again and again, our excuses find expression in that little conjunction, “but.” Again and again, we find reasons to avoid or delay responding to God’s call to action. With each “but” we fall short of God’s demands and excuse our own failures of faithfulness. If you want to be faithful, then get off your buts; stop making excuses for your lack of faithfulness and simply do what God asks. Be faithful – with no ifs, ands, or buts.

But – the real power of that little conjunction lies in its pairing with God. The phrase “but God” appears over 30 times in the Bible. It comes as a surprise, an unexpected twist in the text – “but God.” Sometimes it is the bearer of good news, and sometimes it is the bearer of bad news. When the news is good, it is very, very good. When the news is bad, it is humbling.


An angel visited a golfer bearing good news and bad news. “The good news,” said the angel, “is that heaven is a beautiful golf course with pristine fairways and greens, a place where you never hit into the rough or hazard.” “That sounds wonderful,” said the golfer, “what bad news could there be in that?” “The bad news,” said the angel, “is that you have a tee time there tomorrow.”


In this passage from Ephesians the “but God” is the bearer of good news. At first glance you might wonder whether the news is so good. Paul reminds the Christians in Ephesus of the lives they once led, of the hopelessness in which they lived, of the sin that so dominated their lives that they were effectively dead – not dying, but dead. Like a sailboat without a wind, they were dead in the water with nowhere to go and no hope of escape.


That is the circumstance in which you lived when you lived in sin – says Paul – when you followed the ways of the world and your own selfish desires. You were dead, without direction and without hope. All of us were there. “But,” says Paul. “But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which God loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ.” That is the good news of the Gospel. We were dead in the water, dead and buried, but God made us alive and raised us up. God found us in the depths of despair and saved us. 


The joy of that moment is the joy of the Gospel, the good news, the amazing grace of “but God”. I once was lost, but now am found; was blind, but now I see. Those buts declare the amazing grace of God. You were dead, but God made you alive. You were lost, but God found you. You were blind, but God gave you back your sight. You were unfaithful, but God loved you anyway. And it’s not all in the past, this amazing grace of God. It continues to be good news each day. We sin, but God forgives us. We err, but God is gracious. We are unfaithful, but God loves us and loves us and loves us without end, calling us to return to God’s faithful path. God perseveres with us in love through it all, and because God does, we have hope in which to live each day. It is the good news in this grace-filled phrase - “but God.”


But – there is also some bad news for us in that little phrase, and it comes in this familiar parable from Luke’s gospel. Hear then the humbling side of “but God.” There was once a rich man who had vast land holdings. In a year when rain was plentiful and the sunshine bright, his lands produced crops in abundance beyond his wildest dreams. He had more than enough to feed his family and animals, more than he could store in his barns. He had more than enough to satisfy all his needs, and still the harvests poured in. What should he do with so much? The rich man consulted his financial planner, accountant, lawyer, and stockbroker, but he already knew what he wanted. He wanted to pull down his barns and build larger barns – he wanted to stockpile his grain and goods, to build a bigger house and furnish it comfortably, to build garages to house a new fleet of cars and camels, a vacation house for his leisure. He wanted to retire early and then sit back, “relax, eat, drink, and be merry.” He wanted all that the “good life” had to offer.


“But God,” said Jesus. “But God said to the rich man, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’” Whose indeed? You can’t take it with you – not the barns or the furnishings or the cars or the camels. “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God,” says Jesus. So it is. So it was. So it will be.


The rich man thought he could secure his future with things. He thought that wealth was enough. He thought he could buy happiness and peace of mind. “But God” knew better, and that was bad news for the rich fool. God has a way of breaking into our comfort zones and reminding us of what is important and who is in charge. God has a way of changing the priorities from those that the world would set for us. 


We may think we are self-sufficient, but God knows we aren’t. We may think that all we have – our time, our talents, our things – are ours to be used as we deem fit, but God says, “Sell all that you have and give it to the poor. Feed my sheep. Tend my lambs.” We may spend our time and efforts building up treasures on earth instead of treasures in heaven, but God asks, “Where will they get you?” We may think we are well off, but God says, “You fools!” “But God” is bad news for all those rich fools who place their confidence in things instead of trusting in God. 


On a particularly cold morning in the Korean War, the Fifth Company of Marines was gathered for breakfast. It was 42 degrees below zero that morning and the half-frozen soldiers were standing around their dirty trucks eating from tin cans. A Marine was hacking out his breakfast from a frozen tin of beans. The beans were encased in ice crystals, and little crystals had formed on his mud-spattered beard. His clothes were stiff as a board. A correspondent asked him, “If I were God and could give you anything you wanted, what would you ask for?” “Gimme tomorrow,” said the Marine. “Gimme tomorrow.”


That is what God gives us – tomorrow and the next day and the next and the next. It is not things that give us security for our futures; it is the God who is the source of all things, the God of our todays and tomorrows, in whom we trust, a God of grace who gives us life, who calls us back from death, who invites us to be the people of God and disciples of Jesus. We have not earned that gift, but God gives it to us anyway – out of love. It is a gift of grace, amazing grace, and so we sing:
Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.
Amen
�  Marguerite Higgins quoted in Decision, May 2000, p.3
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