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    Foreword

      James Bryan Smith

    
      WHEN ONE OF THE AUTHORS OF THIS BOOK, Amy Carey, became my boss over a decade ago, I was stunned when she asked to sit down to meet one-on-one with me. In that meeting she said, “I have taken on a big task as president of this university, and I know I am going to need help. I know people who know you and speak highly of you, and I have read some of your books, Jim. I am asking if you will speak truth into my life when I need it.” I was shocked. Here was my new president, asking me, her subordinate, for help. I was stunned by her genuine, authentic humility and passion to succeed for the glory of God. Over the next decade, I watched her lead and guide a university with incredible skill and dedication to Christ and his cause.

      A few years later, I met the other author of this book, Anna Carey. We met to plan for leading worship at a conference we were hosting. Within minutes I could see that Anna was deeply shaped by her faith. She was not just the president’s daughter, she was an authentic Christ-follower, shaped by Scripture and wise beyond her years. The apple clearly did not fall far from the tree, I thought. Both women are the real deal.

      The book you are holding was not written over a few months or years. It was written over decades. You will sense that in the stories the authors tell. They have walked closely with Jesus in their own daily lives for many years, have studied the Bible in depth and been deeply formed by it, and have learned how to see every part of their lives—the sorrows as well as the joys, the setbacks and the successes—as fully integrated in their faith. As I read the book, I kept thinking to myself, These two writers are so steeped in the Scriptures. But more than that, they also apply those Scriptures to modern, daily life in very real ways. They are, as Jesus said, scribes of the kingdom who can bring out treasures that are old and new (Matthew 13:52).

      The core message of this book is that you are, in Christ, divinely designed, deeply desired, lavishly loved, fully forgiven, sacred stories of grace. Each chapter offers bite-sized morsels of truth in the form of declarative “I am” statements: I am loved; I am a new creation; I am free; I am beautiful; I am blessed. These declarations are not mere wishful thinking but solid truths established in the Bible. This book tells us who we are, in the very best way.

      Because we need these truths. Not just because the world we live in, as well as the enemy of our souls, is constantly telling us the opposite, that we are not loveable, not blessed, not wonderfully made. But primarily because we are our own worst accusers. Romans 8:1 reads, “So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.” Quite often we read that famous verse as if it were talking about no longer being condemned by God. While that is true, this verse is about no longer condemning ourselves. The context of Romans 8:1 is found in the preceding verses: “Oh, what a miserable person I am! Who will free me from this life that is dominated by sin and death? Thank God! The answer is in Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 7:24-25). Have you wrestled with the inner voice telling you that you are wretched, ugly, unworthy, irredeemable, and not enough? Who will rescue us from that inner voice of condemnation? There is only One who can: Jesus.

      Years ago, I began leading retreats around the United States, called The Journey to Freedom. Each retreat was structured around five declarative “I am” statements. “I am loved . . . forgiven . . . made alive . . . made holy . . . made free.” I watched as individuals slowly let the truths of the Bible establish their identity in Christ, and how these truths set people free—bit by bit—from years of condemnation from the world, themselves, and the enemy. It was clear to me then, and even more clear to me now, that having the mind of Christ about who we are is not easy. Condemnation, not blessing, is the air we are breathing. I wished, at that time, that I could provide people with a resource they could turn to, day by day, to deepen these truths in their own lives. What I was wishing for then has become a reality in the book you have in front of you.

      Each of the thirty chapters is filled with personal, honest, and touching stories. Each chapter contains a foundational Scripture passage and ends with a prayer asking God to make these truths real for us. I pray that as you read and reflect and pray through each chapter, these truths will move from your head and into your heart. These two authors have been given a front-row seat to watch how God has worked in their own lives—through their own personal challenges as well as their victories—to encourage you and me as we move closer to our Maker. Read this book slowly, intentionally. May God rejoice over you with gladness, renew you in his love, and exult over you with loud singing as you work your way through this book (Zephaniah 3:17).
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    Introduction

    
      WE ARE ROYAL DAUGHTERS OF THE KING. Intricately formed by our Creator. Beloved friends of Jesus. But we haven’t always lived as though we believe it.

      At times we have let self-doubt convince us we are exempt from the love of the Father. We have let guilt and shame unravel our confidence. We have let fear distract us from our God-given purposes. And we have let oppressive hopelessness keep us from the fullness of life.

      Yet Scripture confirms we are God’s own children (1 John 3:1), created in his image (Genesis 1:27). We have a God-ordained purpose (Romans 12:4-5). We don’t need to give in to anxiety (Philippians 4:6-7) because we are filled with hope (Romans 5:3-5). We are offered freedom through the Lord’s grace (Romans 6:14) and are unconditionally loved (John 3:16).

      What would our lives look like if we wholeheartedly believed these truths? What would our world look like if we all embraced our identity as children of God?

      It would look like abundant generosity and kindness. It would look like deep-rooted trust and assurance in the midst of difficulty. It would be filled with people slow to judge and quick to forgive. It would look like authentic community, with distinct gifts and talents, working in unison toward a restorative kingdom purpose. It would be led by innovators and leaders who rely on God’s miraculous and creative resources.

      It would look like a little more of heaven on earth.

      It’s this hopeful portrait of a renewed earth, propelled by restored identity, that inspired the writing of this book.

      But the reality is that the world is facing an identity crisis. To be known and loved sits at the core of every individual’s desire, but the solution to that heart cry is constantly being distorted. We are inundated with promotional messages that dictate who we should or shouldn’t be. Social media sells us aspirational relationships, unsatisfying mantras, and impossible beauty standards. Commercials convince us to improve ourselves with useless products or short-lived fashion trends. Our careers promote wealth and busyness as keys to true success. Critical comments reveal our deepest insecurities. People are becoming so informed by the world that they are forgetting they were first formed by the Creator of the world.

      As Amy engages with students through her work in higher education and Anna mentors young volunteers at her church, we’ve seen this crisis up close and personal. Plus we’ve each had our own roundabout journeys in reconnecting with the person God has called us to be. Perhaps God gave us this front row seat so that we could encourage people to move back toward their Maker. Perhaps we went through our own personal crises so that we could share our inspired testimonies.

      Both of us, at different points in our faith journeys, were gifted a printout from friends and mentors Michael and Cathy Wise. Dr. Michael Wise is a biblical scholar and expert on the Dead Sea Scrolls who, alongside his wife, Cathy, hosts Bible studies for hundreds of believers at his church. They compiled, in the document they gave us, various biblical truths and Scripture references related to who we are, what we’re promised, who God is, and what our future holds. These declarative statements made God’s Word feel active and applicable. They were instrumental to each of us as we stumbled our way back to our God-given identity and calling. We tucked the documents into our bedside tables and typed the phrases onto our phones so we could reread them often. Sometimes we found ourselves proclaiming the truth we needed to hear most, before we saw evidence of it in our lives. But over time our hearts and minds started to align more closely with God’s intended design for our lives.

      The Bible is full of these declarative statements. But it’s one thing to memorize them in a Sunday school class and another thing to actually let them permeate our thoughts and actions. Scripture is a reflection of God’s own heart. It holds power. It is meant to literally jump off the page and come alive within us. This requires us to go beyond just knowing that God’s Word is true, to living as though it is true.

      That is where this book comes in!

      While not the same list we received from the Wises, this book is influenced by some of the key things we learned about being children of God. These identity statements are reminders of the joy, confidence, and hope that God has instilled in us. Sure, our circumstances may not always seem joyful, confident, and hopeful; we may not always feel strong and assured, but that’s why these statements are considered declarations. They encourage us to believe beyond what we see in front of us and align us with God’s will for our lives.

      Proverbs 18:21 says, “The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (NIV). This is a profound reminder that our words are powerful. With biting words we can cut someone down. With uplifting words we can inspire someone we love. Our words don’t just hang in midair; they spark action, they shape beliefs and opinions. Therefore, the words we speak over ourselves and our lives matter. Especially in a world prone to insult, unkindness, and incivility, we need to refresh our hearts, minds, and spirits with lifegiving words that reflect God’s promises.

      So how exactly should you read this book? It’s really up to you! You can treat this book like a devotional, reading week by week, or you can skip around and find a section that feels most relevant to your current situation and focus on that. We encourage you to return to each chapter when you need a reminder. The declaration in each chapter is lifegiving in its own unique way.

      Every chapter includes a declaration, a Scripture passage, a reflection from one of us, and a closing prayer.

      We encourage you to do the following:

      
        	
          ◆ Speak the declaration in an act of faith.

        

        	
          ◆ Read the Scripture verses.

        

        	
          ◆ Pray what’s written on the page, or craft your own closing prayer.

          ◆ Memorize the declarations that are most important to you.

        

      

      It’s imperative that these declarative statements don’t stay glued to these pages. We hope you memorize these words and speak them each day. Maybe write them down on a note card that you display at your house or office. Maybe type them into your notes app. Make it a part of your daily routine—declare God’s promises over yourself before you start your day or drift to sleep. Speak declarations over your circumstances in moments of fear or doubt. If you need wisdom or discernment, make these words your prayer, inviting God’s provision and revelation into your situation.

      If you let God’s Word permeate your being as you say these words out loud, you’ll find yourself closing in on your God-given identity, calling, and destiny. You’ll be clued in to what God is up to in your life.

      This book is a tool to be used in tandem with your other spiritual disciplines (prayer, Bible reading, study, journaling, etc.). It could be an ideal book to read along with a mentor and discuss. It is meant to spark a more personal relationship with God as you come to see yourself as a daughter
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