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      YOU KNOW THE FEELING.

      It starts somewhere around the night before. Maybe it shows up as that tight, hollow sensation in your chest when you're trying to fall asleep. Maybe it hits in the locker room, when the pregame noise is everywhere but the only thing you can actually hear is the voice in your own head running every possible scenario of how tonight could go wrong. Your hands are a little cold. Your stomach won't stop. You keep bouncing your leg without meaning to, and you catch yourself staring at nothing.

      Nobody tells you to feel this way. It just happens.

      And here's the part that messes with a lot of athletes: this isn't even your first big game. You've been playing this sport for years. You've practiced hard. You know the drills. You've been in pressure situations before. And yet, there you are, heart hammering, brain spinning, wondering why you can't just calm down and feel ready.

      Maybe you're also carrying something else on top of the nerves. Maybe there's a coach who has started questioning your role. A parent who watches every move a little too closely. A teammate who seems to have it all together when you feel like you're barely holding on. Or maybe the hardest pressure isn't coming from any of them — maybe it's coming from you. From the voice inside that keeps score on everything. Every missed shot. Every bad rep. Every game where you felt like you let someone down.

      If any of that sounds familiar, this book was written for you.

      THE PART NOBODY TALKS ABOUT

      Sports are incredible. That's the truth. There is almost nothing else in life that gives you the kind of electricity you get in competition. The camaraderie in a locker room. The feeling when a play comes together exactly right. The burn in your muscles when you've pushed past what you thought you could do. The pure joy of a win you fought hard for. Sports build something in you that's hard to find anywhere else — toughness, teamwork, discipline, and a kind of focus that carries over into everything.

      But there's another side to it that doesn't get talked about enough.

      The mental and emotional weight of being a competitive athlete — especially when you're a teenager — is real, and it's heavy. Pressure to perform. Fear of failure. The sting of a mistake that replays in your head for days. The exhaustion of trying to meet expectations that seem to shift every time you think you've reached them. The subtle but suffocating habit of measuring your worth by your stats, your playing time, your position, or whether the coach gives you a nod on the way off the field.

      That weight doesn't go away on its own. And if you don't learn how to handle it, it can steal the joy of the very sport you love.

      Here's what a lot of coaches, parents, and even pastors don't realize: teen athletes are not just struggling with the physical demands of their sport. They're struggling with deep questions about who they are. Questions that get tangled up with how they play.

      Am I good enough? Does my performance make me worth something? What happens to my value as a person if I have a bad game? If I lose my spot? If I get injured? If the coach stops believing in me?

      Those questions are not drama. They're not weakness. They're human. And they need real answers — not pep talks, not empty slogans, and definitely not more pressure dressed up as motivation.

      WHY IDENTITY IS THE REAL GAME

      Here's the thing about identity: you're always building yours, whether you realize it or not. Every experience you have — every win, every loss, every remark from a coach, every moment of comparison with a teammate — is teaching you something about who you are and where your value comes from. The question isn't whether your identity is being shaped by sports. It is. The question is whether it's being shaped in a healthy way or a destructive one.

      When your identity is rooted in your performance, your emotions follow your results. A great game makes you feel like you matter. A bad game makes you feel like you don't. A slump becomes an identity crisis. Criticism becomes a verdict on your worth as a person. That kind of emotional rollercoaster is exhausting, and over time, it doesn't just hurt your mental health — it actually hurts your performance. Fear of failure makes you hesitate. Overthinking makes you tighten up. Desperate attempts to prove yourself make you force plays that aren't there.

      Performance-based identity creates the exact opposite of what you need to compete well.

      Real confidence — the kind that holds up under pressure, the kind that lets you play free — doesn't come from your last game. It doesn't come from your coach's opinion, your stats, or your spot on the depth chart. It comes from knowing who you are at a level that goes deeper than any scoreboard.

      That's where faith comes in. Not as a piece of soft inspiration stuck onto the side of your athletic life, but as the actual foundation beneath it. The kind of unshakable truth that doesn't rise and fall with your performance. The kind of identity that holds up when everything else is uncertain.

      "For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future." — Jeremiah 29:11

      That verse doesn't say, "For I know the plans I have for you, assuming you play well this season." Your value in God's eyes is not a variable. It doesn't fluctuate based on game day. And once that truth settles into the deep places inside you — not just your head but your gut — it changes everything about how you compete.

      WHAT REAL MENTAL TOUGHNESS ACTUALLY LOOKS LIKE

      Let's talk about mental toughness for a second, because that term gets thrown around a lot and it's often misunderstood.

      A lot of people think mental toughness means not feeling anything. Shutting down emotion. Being a machine. Not letting anything get to you. Just grinding through, blank-faced and emotionless, like someone who has permanently turned off the human parts of themselves.

      That's not mental toughness. That's just numbness with a sports metaphor attached to it.

      Real mental toughness is different. It's not the absence of nerves — it's being able to compete well even when you're nervous. It's not the absence of fear — it's choosing courage in spite of fear. It's not pretending the pressure doesn't exist — it's learning to breathe inside the pressure and move forward anyway. It's the ability to take a hard hit, a bad call, a terrible mistake, or a devastating loss, and still come back. Still stand up. Still lead. Still play.

      Biblical mental toughness looks like this:

      It's the kind of peace that Paul wrote about — the peace that passes understanding, the kind that guards your heart and mind even when the situation around you is chaotic. It's the courage that Joshua needed when God told him to be strong and not be afraid before a mission that seemed impossible. It's the resilience of David, who faced giants and wrote psalms in the same life. It's the self-control of an athlete in serious training — the kind Paul referenced in 1 Corinthians — who disciplines his body and keeps it under control for a purpose that matters.

      That kind of toughness isn't built in a day. But it is built. That's exactly what this book is designed to help you do.

      THIS BOOK IS NOT YOUR TYPICAL DEVOTIONAL

      Let's be real for a second. When some guys hear the word "devotional," they picture something their grandmother has on her nightstand — a little book with soft watercolor designs and vaguely encouraging sentences that feel like they were written for a completely different world than yours. Something you read dutifully, check off, and promptly forget.

      This is not that book.

      This book was built specifically for athletes in the middle of real situations. It was created for the guy who has a game on Friday and can't shake the nerves on Wednesday night. For the guy who just came off his worst game of the season and doesn't know what to do with that feeling. For the guy who is starting to suspect that his value as a person is tied too tightly to how he plays, and who wants to do something about it. For the guy who knows he should be spending more time with God but doesn't know how to make that work inside a life that is constantly busy, physically demanding, and emotionally complicated.

      This book is a playbook. That word is intentional. A playbook is not something you just read once and stick on a shelf. It's something you return to. Something you apply. Something that helps you know what to do when the situation in front of you gets hard.

      Every devotion in this book is designed to meet you in a real moment. Before a big game. During a slump. After a mistake that's still bothering you. When you're battling comparison, when discipline has slipped, when your confidence has taken a hit, when you're not sure how your faith connects to your sport at all. The Scriptures, principles, and action steps in these pages aren't decorative — they are practical tools for becoming a stronger athlete and a stronger young man.

      WHAT THIS BOOK WILL DO FOR YOU

      Over the course of sixty devotions, you're going to work through the things that actually matter in your life as an athlete.

      You're going to learn how to handle pressure — not by pretending it doesn't exist, but by understanding what it really is and where your stability comes from when it shows up. You're going to develop a stronger sense of who you are that doesn't crumble when your performance has a rough stretch. You're going to build habits of focus, discipline, and self-control that will make you a better competitor and a more trustworthy teammate and leader.

      You're going to figure out how to bounce back. Because every athlete — no matter how talented, no matter how well-prepared — faces losses, mistakes, and setbacks. The ones who build something lasting are not the ones who never fail. They're the ones who know how to get back up, learn, and keep going without letting failure define them.

      You're going to understand what it means to compete for something bigger than a scoreboard. That doesn't mean sports stop being important. They don't. Competition matters. Effort matters. Winning is genuinely great and worth working for. But when your sport becomes an act of worship — when you bring your best because it honors God and serves the people around you — it stops being something you do to earn your worth and starts being something you do from a place of purpose. That shift changes everything.

      Each devotion in this book gives you a focused Scripture, a real-world situation you'll recognize, a practical principle to take into the week, a moment of honest prayer, and a challenge to put what you've read into action. These aren't long readings. They're designed to be read quickly and carried with you — into the locker room, into the weight room, into the moments that actually test you.

      A WORD TO THE PARENTS READING THIS

      If you're a parent who picked this up for your son, thank you. And let me tell you what I hope this book does for him.

      I hope it gives him a language for the things he's already feeling — the pressure, the fear of failure, the confusion about where his worth comes from — but hasn't had words for yet. I hope it builds in him a faith that is active, practical, and real in the context of his actual life, not just a Sunday morning experience that never touches the most demanding parts of his week.

      I hope it helps him understand that struggling emotionally as an athlete doesn't make him weak. It makes him human. And that the path to genuine mental toughness, resilience, and confidence runs through honest faith, not around it.

      I hope it helps protect him from one of the most common and painful traps that competitive athletes fall into: the trap of tying their identity so tightly to performance that they don't know who they are when the sport is taken away. Whether that day comes from injury, aging, or simply the end of a season, your son needs a foundation that holds. This book is one small but meaningful part of building that foundation.

      Most of all, I hope this book gives you something to talk about together. Faith that stays in a book doesn't go anywhere. Faith that gets talked about, questioned, wrestled with, and lived out in real life becomes something that lasts.

      THE JOURNEY STARTS HERE

      If you're the athlete reading this — here's what I want to say to you directly before you turn the page.

      You don't have to have everything figured out. You don't have to already be spiritually mature or mentally bulletproof or somehow above the normal struggles of being a competitive teen athlete. You don't have to have a perfect game history, a perfect attitude, or a perfect faith. You just have to be willing to show up.

      Every great competitor knows that the work done before the game — the preparation, the mental work, the character built in the quiet — is what determines who you are when the game is on the line. This book is part of that preparation. Not the only part. But a real part.

      You are more than your last game. You are more than your stats. You are more than your mistakes, your losses, your playing time, or how impressive your highlight reel looks. You are a young man with a purpose, a future, and a God who is absolutely not done with you yet.

      The pressure you feel? You can learn to use it instead of being buried by it. The fear? It doesn't have to run the show. The bad games, the slumps, the self-doubt — none of it gets the last word.

      You were made for more than just surviving the pressure. You were made to compete with everything you've got, from a place of peace, with a strength that doesn't come from you alone.

      "I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me." — Philippians 4:13

      You've probably heard that verse a hundred times. Maybe it's stitched on someone's gym bag. Maybe you've seen it in an end zone. But don't let the familiarity make you miss what it actually says. Not some things. Not the easy things. Not the things you were already going to handle on your own. All things.

      That includes the big game. The slump. The mistake you can't stop replaying. The moment you feel like giving up. The quiet Wednesday night when the nerves are already starting and the game hasn't even arrived yet.

      All of it. He's in all of it.

      Let's get to work.
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      Trusting God in Big Moments

      
        
        "Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go."  — Joshua 1:9

      

      

      THE NIGHT BEFORE EVERYTHING

      Picture this.

      It's the night before the biggest game of your season. Maybe the biggest game of your life. You've been waiting for this one for months. Your team has been grinding for it since the first week of practice — the early-morning conditioning, the repetitions that made your muscles ache, the film sessions, the grind. All of it was pointing toward tomorrow.

      You should be sleeping. The lights are off. Your bag is packed and sitting by the door. You know the time you need to be up. And yet.

      Your brain won't stop.

      The scenarios start running on their own, like a highlight reel you never asked for — except instead of your best plays, it's exclusively the worst-case versions of tomorrow. You see yourself missing the shot in the final seconds. You see yourself dropping the ball, fumbling the snap, false-starting off the blocks, losing the edge on a defender, throwing it right to the other team. You see your coach's face after. You see your teammates on the bench. You see the stands.
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