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To Mom

Without the seed you planted in my heart as a child,  

this book (and so much more) might not exist.

Love,

Your son*

* I was going to write “your favorite son” just to make my brother mad, but 
I knew you wouldn’t like that.
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PART 1

YOUR POTENTIAL 
AND JESUS’ 

PARABLE
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13

1

Exponential Potential

Up to Your Potential?

If you are reading this book,* I assume you have something in 
common with me: in the past year, you heard God’s Word. You 
went to church, read devotions at home, podcasted sermons, 
listened to Christian radio, or scrolled through Bible passage 
posts on social media. You might even be one of those rare 
people who did all the things on that list. In fact, you might be 
the rarest of Christians who does all those things every week!

If that assumption is correct, let me make a second assump-
tion about you—I bet that you, like me, wonder why your faith 
isn’t all that great. I’m not talking about perfect faith— you are 
a saved sinner and not our sinless Savior, after all. I’m talking 
about great faith. Strong faith. Mature faith. The kind of faith 
that people notice and thank God for (Matthew 5:16). The faith 
that produces a pure life that wins over your non- Christian 
friends and family, not with your evangelistic words but with 
your extraordinary actions (1 Peter 3:1–2). The faith that gushes 

* If you are not reading this book, I find it confusing how you made it to this 
footnote.
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so much love that outsiders know that you must be a follower 
of Jesus (John 13:35).

I’m talking about the great faith that has no place for shame, 
self- loathing, or feeling alone since it trusts that God is for you, in 
you, and with you (Romans 8:31). Great faith that knows exactly 
what to do with a relapse, a spot of cancer, or a lifelong struggle 
with worry: run to the grace of your Savior, ask the Father for 
peace that goes beyond understanding, and rely on his Spirit to 
put sin to death (Romans 8:1–4). Great faith that casts all your 
anxiety on God because you have zero doubts that he cares for 
you (1 Peter 5:7). Great faith that believes that it is more blessed 
to give money than to receive it, no matter what tax bracket you 
are in (Acts 20:35). Great faith that preaches biblical truth at 
your own depressed heart and commands your feelings to sub-
mit to the facts of your salvation (Psalm 42:5). Great faith that 
trusts that the Bible’s command about honoring your imperfect 
parents is not burdensome (1 John 5:3). Great faith that refuses 
to keep score in a relationship but instead makes you- first love 
its daily goal (1 Corinthians 13:5). Great faith that sees your 
children’s tantrums as opportunities to make better disciples and 
not simply as annoyances that make Mommy angry (Ephesians 
4:31–32). Great faith that sees God’s face shining upon you de-
spite all the messiness still within you (Numbers 6:25). In other 
words, faith that believes what God says and behaves accordingly.

Since “faith comes from hearing the message” (Romans 10:17), 
you would expect message hearers like us to have faith like this . . .
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You got faith that great? (Just typing that last page made 
me feel un- great- er.)

So what happened? Why didn’t the Word you heard seem 
to work? Why didn’t “it is finished” finish your feelings of not 
being good enough for God? Why didn’t Christ’s “look at the 
birds” sermon keep you from looking at all the imaginary what- 
ifs you worry about? Why didn’t the sermon series on spiritual 
priorities re- prioritize your schedule to seek God first? Why 
does your spiritual maturity seem stuck in puberty?

If your answer is, “Because I am a sinner living in this de-
monically deceived world,” I would agree with everything ex-
cept your logic. You are indeed a sinner who daily fights against 
your sinful nature (Galatians 5:17). And you are, lamentably, 
still in this world that tempts you in ten ways every two minutes 
(1 John 2:16). And the devil is still good at his job, lying with 
such subtlety that sin seems good in the moment (John 8:44).

But look back at your answer above. Your “because” lacks 
biblical logic, since it would disqualify any sinner from having 
great faith. But some Christians truly do have a more mature 
faith than others, proven by their ability to go through the same 
situations that we do yet respond in different ways. They battle 
the same flesh, live in the same world, and go to war against 
the same Satan, yet the outcome of their battles is notably dif-
ferent. Not perfect, but different.

I notice this difference all the time. Why was I the only person 
in the meeting who got defensive and made an honest discussion 
of an idea so unnecessarily awkward? Apparently, everyone else 
in the room found another path to take while I, prone as I am 
to wander, wandered away from humility and love. Why, on the 
soccer field, does my heart want me to be the best player instead 
of the best example of Christian love? Most of my teammates 
seem to handle defeat much better than I do, while I pout on 
the drive home and, the morning after, send an apologetic email 
for my sour attitude. Again.
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Given my (1) occupation and (2) spiritual habits, you would 
assume I would be much better at these basic commandments. 
If I spent as much time with a guitar as I do with God, I would 
be a Gen X Jimi Hendrix. I read my Bible in the morning, pod-
cast sermons while I shave, sing praises to Jesus while I drive 
to work, spend my entire workday with the Scriptures nearby 
(pastoral perk!), drive home with more podcasts, do a devotion 
with my family after dinner, and read Christian nonfiction until 
I turn out the lights.

Imagine if I spent an equal amount of time doing anything 
else. Block out that same time at the gym, and I would soon 
crush my current pull- up record.* If I immersed myself in an 
equivalent amount of Spanish, I would impress native speakers 
with my knowledge of the word for “pull- up.”†

You get my point. On paper, I should be great at this Jesus 
thing, but great isn’t a great word to describe my less- than- 
flattering faith. Am I just being too hard on myself? Is my 
faith actually growing but in slow, steady, hard- to- see ways? 
Or am I right to think that after all those church services and 
all those quiet times, I should have a lot more spiritual fruit by  
now?

Do you ever feel this way? If so, there is some news you need 
to hear.

Bad News/Good News/Great News

I have bad news: Jesus said that we often fall short of our 
potential because our souls are under an all- out assault by 
those who hate God. Even though we might hear the Word, we 
have spiritual enemies that appear before church, during our 
devotions, and after our amens. To quote Jesus, these villains 

* One.
† la dominada. I had to Google that one, since I’m not great at Spanish or 

pull- ups.
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attempt to “trample on,” “snatch up,” “wither,” “scorch,” and 
“choke out” God’s truth before it does anything great in our 
lives.

In other words, counting your hours of hearing the Word to 
determine the greatness of your faith is no more accurate than 
counting the tomato seeds you spill in a parking lot to estimate 
how many ripe tomatoes you’ll get. Great faith doesn’t come 
from simply hearing the Word. It comes from planting the Word 
and then protecting it from its most common predators. To 
paraphrase Jesus, exponential faith only happens if we hear 
the Word, understand the Word, accept the Word, retain the 
Word, and persevere with the Word.

I have good news: Jesus told us the six specific ways that these 
enemies work, namely, through pride, pain, worries, wealth, 
wants, and not waiting. Our Savior, in love, snuck their play-
book into one of his parables, affording us an incredible advan-
tage to win more spiritual battles than ever before. Imagine if 
you were an NFL coach and somehow knew the play that your 
opponent was about to run. You would pay close attention and 
adjust accordingly because knowing your enemy’s tactics is a 
key to victory.

I have great news: God wants to help you. The God of 
power and love wants his Word to reach its potential in you 
and through you. As you read his Book, God will forgive you 
for falling short, end your “I can’t do this” pity party, and pick 
you up by his Spirit so that you can grow in faith, know Jesus 
even better, and love like never before. God wants that! Ponder 
that for a moment— God wants you to have great faith.

How do I know? Because every farmer wants fruit.
In the story we are about to study, Jesus compared our Father 

to a farmer. I’ve never met a farmer who simply wanted to get 
rid of seed without any desire for a future harvest. And I have 
yet to meet a God who simply wanted to get rid of his Word 
without any desire for a better you.
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“Just go to church and get it over with,” God never once said.
“Check that ‘quiet- time’ box and get on with your day,” Jesus 

never once commanded.
“Just double- speed that worthless devotion,” the Spirit never 

once encouraged.
God wants his Word to work wonders in your life. That is 

the entire reason he brought you into contact with the Bible. 
Church services, worship playlists, and home devotions have 
never been the end game for God, because this Farmer is after 
fruit. Lots of it.

A more loving, joyful, peaceful, patient, good, gentle, kind, 
faithful, and self- controlled you is what God wants (Galatians 
5:22–23). A new you who can cast all your nighttime anxiety 
on him, be self- controlled in the face of clickbait news, and be 
content even when criticized is what God wants (1 Peter 5:7; 
Philippians 4:13). God wants to help you forgive what you can’t 
forget about your father, to let go of what you can’t control 
about your kids, and to know he delights in you even when you 
are postpartum depressed or despairing over your own sinful-
ness. Your growth is on the top of God’s to- do list.

Meditate on that when you find your seat next Sunday in 
church or when you listen to that Christian audiobook during 
your morning workout. The God who controls all things has 
brought you— out of all the billions of people on the planet— 
into contact with this particular passage— out of the tens of 
thousands of options— for one specific purpose: spiritual growth.

“How much growth?” you ask.
More than you imagine.

Your Exponential Potential

During a chilly February in the early ’80s, I was conceived. Since 
we are just beginning our writer- reader relationship, I will spare 
you the details, but, according to the science, my microscopic 
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beginning created a six- foot, two- inch man who can dunk on 
a ten- foot rim.*

Isn’t that insane? If my calculations are correct, my mother’s 
egg grew 20,000 times its original size, an organic absurdity 
that is true, give or take a few inches, for billions of humans. 
Even LeBron James came from two things you could barely see!†

If you didn’t know the science behind human development, 
would you ever believe the exponential growth that the average 
adult experiences? Exponential might sound like clickbait mar-
keting jargon, but what other word fits a 20,000-times return 
on investment?

The same thing that happens with humans takes place in 
the garden. You would need an oversized laundry basket to 
carry the tomatoes that came from a seed as small as the “D” 
engraved on an average dime.

If you hadn’t planted, watered, and witnessed it, wouldn’t 
you dismiss it as fake news? But you do believe it because you 
have tasted and seen the potential that God has placed in small 
things.

Which brings me to the point of this book: according to 
Jesus, God’s Word is like a seed.

Read those last six words one more time. If you have never 
trembled when you held the Bible in your hands or felt that 
nervous energy as you waited for church to begin, you might 

* Dunk a tennis ball, that is. I once dunked a volleyball in the early 2000s as 
well. Please hold your applause.

† I’ve heard, just like me, LeBron can dunk a tennis ball too.
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have missed the glorious truth that Jesus taught— God’s Word 
is like a seed.

The Word seems so small— just a single verse from a single 
chapter in a single book on a single shelf; just another Sunday 
with another service that contains another message and another 
set of songs; just a verse of the day that the Bible App pushes to 
your phone; just a sermon podcast you listen to on 1.25 speed 
as you fold laundry or drive to the office.

But Jesus rejects “just a” thinking because he says that God’s 
Word is like a seed. He refuses to scoff at our spiritual habits, no 
matter how insignificant they might seem to the world, because 
he has seen, throughout history, what the Word can produce 
in hearts like yours.

“Faith comes from hearing the message” (Romans 10:17).
“The words I have spoken to you— they are full of the Spirit 

and life” (John 6:63).
“But the seed falling on good soil . . . produces a crop, yield-

ing a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown” (Matthew 
13:23).

This is the exponential potential of the seed we call God’s 
Word. And I have the harvest to prove it.

“Tell Me about Your Life Verse.”

To verify Jesus’ point, I emailed the staff at our church and 
asked each of them to tell me about his or her “life verse.”

If you’re not familiar with the church slang, a “life verse” is 
a Bible passage that, for whatever reason, becomes your go- to 
source for guidance, comfort, and strength. Even though there 
are over 31,000 verses in the Bible, a life verse is dispropor-
tionately important, a frequent guest that shows up in your 
thoughts, making bad days bearable and good days even better.

“Tell me about your life verse,” I asked our staff, and the 
replies dinged into my inbox every hour:
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One woman replied, “My go- to passage for many, many 
years has been, ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean 
not on your own understanding’ (Proverbs 3:5). That passage 
got me through many deaths in our immediate family and my 
husband losing his job.”

A younger colleague shared, “‘Do not fear, for I have redeemed 
you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine’ (Isaiah 43:1). 
Being someone who battles anxiety, I find an example of pure 
love in this passage. These words remind me that God isn’t 
saying, ‘I guess I will take him’ but instead that he has a desire 
that burns so greatly for me, even though I don’t deserve it.”

One parent on our staff explained why she adored Romans 
15:13*—“Our three- year- old daughter was diagnosed with a 
brain tumor. As she was being treated through chemo and ra-
diation, we did not know how her journey would go. Could I 
have joy and peace even going through this? Yes, because I know 
the GOD of hope. No matter what would happen during her 
struggle or our struggle here on earth, we have the HOPE of 
the resurrection by the power of the Holy Spirit.”

A newer member on staff wrote, “When I’m outside in God’s 
creation, this passage often comes to mind and puts my per-
spective back where it needs to be—‘And these are but the outer 
fringe of his works; how faint the whisper we hear of him! Who 
then can understand the thunder of his power?’ (Job 26:14). . . . 
The beauty around me, the love I feel for my husband, children, 
and my people, the work he gives me to do, the blessings too 
numerous for me to count are all just the faint whisper of what 
God is and what is to come.”

What do all these stories have in common? They prove the 
exponential power of the Word of God. A single verse, some-
times even half a passage, can calm you when you feel anxious, 

* “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so 
that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”
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open your eyes to the Creator’s glory, and hold on to you as 
you let your little girl go into the arms of God.

You don’t need to memorize the whole Book to be blessed. 
Sometimes it just takes a single word.

Please let that truth settle somewhere deep within you. Ac-
cording to Jesus, next Sunday could be the Sunday, the epic 
Sunday when you hear that one verse that grows and matures 
and blossoms into a laundry basket full of strength that will 
get you through your struggles with dating. Tomorrow morn-
ing could be the morning, the one when you open your Bible 
to “just a” random page and fix your thoughts on a truth that 
will finally inspire you to forgive your ex, love your exhaust-
ing sister, or leave the shame of your abortion at the foot of 
the cross.

You don’t need a pilgrimage to Israel or a PhD in theology. 
You just need a Word as small as a seed.

The Big Picture

In the pages to come, we are going to unpack one of the most 
impactful stories that Jesus ever told, the parable of the sower.

In part 1 of this book, you will read our Savior’s words and, I 
pray, meditate deeply upon them, asking the Holy Spirit to give 
you wisdom to understand them and power to put them into 
practice. Most of this book contains the words that I wrote, 
but this section is focused on the exact words that Jesus said. 
Read accordingly.

In part 2, we will examine the six threats to your potential 
as a hearer of God’s Word. It won’t always be comfortable, 
but I promise to tell you the truth, warn you of pitfalls you 
will likely fall into these days, and bring you back to the grace 
of Jesus in every single chapter. After all, even apostles like 
Paul knew how desperately they needed God’s mercy (Romans 
7:24–25).
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In part 3, we will study what it means to have a soul that is 
“good soil,” that is, a life that produces all that God intends 
for us when we hear his Word.

My prayer, even as I write these words, is that something 
in this book—a single chapter, a particular passage, a specific 
threat— would land in your heart like a seed and, in time, grow 
into something big, something that looks like great faith.

This Book (Kind of) Changed Me

I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but Christian books like this 
one often overpromise in their introductions. “After reading this 
book, you will . . .” “When we are done, I promise that . . .” We 
authors love to guarantee results, since we know that results are 
what readers really want. No one wants to spend a few dollars 
and waste a few hours on something that doesn’t work.

You are no fool to be skeptical about such promises. Per-
haps you have heard them before in the dozens of Christian 
“change your life” books that did not quite change your life. 
Will this be another failed experiment in your desperate search 
for greater faith?

It struck me yesterday as I edited this book that my own 
story could serve as a test case. Since I typed the first draft of 
this book, ten months have passed, meaning that I have had 
nearly a year of following Jesus with these ideas in the front 
of my mind.

So did they change me? Did any of the biblical truths or prac-
tical tips in the pages to come make a difference in my day- to- 
day? Did this small book turn into something big for my faith?

Kind of. (How’s that for a promise to keep you turning these 
pages?)

In chapter 10, I will share what changed in my spiritual life 
and what didn’t. Sadly, I too quickly forgot some of Jesus’ 
words once the first draft was done, leaving me in the same 
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not- so- great place that I was before. I wish I could go back 
and tell myself to practice what I preached, since those who 
hear the Word and put it into practice are truly blessed (Mat-
thew 7:24).

But, by God’s grace, I did see some changes. I can’t wait to 
tell you what happened with my prayer life and my relationship 
with screens after authoring this book.

But before we get there, we need to start with a story, a story 
Jesus told about a sower, his seeds, and a few soils, a story 
packed with meaning for your very soul.

Ever heard it?

STUDY QUESTIONS

 1. Which part of your spiritual life would you love to see 
grow in exponential ways? What would be different if, 
one year from now, the Holy Spirit produced more fruit 
in you than ever before?

 2. Given that our growth in this life will always fall short 
of God’s ideal, why will it be essential for us to fre-
quently come back to God’s grace, Jesus’ cross, and the 
fact that we are saved by the Lord’s great faithfulness 
and not by our own great faith?
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 3. Can you think of a verse from the Bible (or a truth 
about what God is like) that has had an exponential 
impact on your life? How did you discover that verse/
truth? In what ways has it changed your life for the 
better?

 4. Meditate on the following verses, jotting down 
some of the blessings that can come through God’s 
Word—1 Peter 1:22–25; James 1:18–25; 2 Timothy 
3:14–17.

 5.  Evaluate this statement: The devil loves it when 
people assume that simply hearing God’s Word is the 
key to great faith.

 6. Challenge: Text a few Christian friends and ask them 
if they have a life verse. What do their answers tell you 
about the potential of God’s Word?
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