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    In loving memory of my mother and father, ASSUNTA & JOSEPH IANNIELLO, who not only taught me how to live but also taught me how to face death. They were not forsaken. They were delivered. These words are inscribed on their tombstone: Gloria in Excelsis Deo—Glory to God in the highest.

    To all of the women and men whose courage surfaced when no one was watching—the private battles fought in silence, the stands taken without applause, the faith held when no one believed: God saw. So do we.
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    PROLOGUE

    THE WRESTLER
    In book one, you faced the Cross. You asked the hardest question—why?—and discovered that suffering without meaning destroys, but suffering with purpose transforms.

    In book two, you met Paul in chains. You watched him forge the armor you now wear—belt, breastplate, shoes, shield, helmet, sword. You learned that the Hole doesn’t have to bury you. It can birth you. Paul was in the Hole. He wrote the whole truth. And he became whole doing so.

    Now you enter the arena.

    The armor is on. The training is complete. But equipment alone doesn’t win matches. You have to fight. And before you fight the Dragon, you need to see what victory actually looks like.

    It doesn’t look like what you think.

    Jacob at Jabbok

    GENESIS 32:22-32

    That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two female servants, and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions.

    So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak. When the man saw that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the man.

    But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”

    The man asked him, “What is your name?”

    “Jacob,” he answered.

    Then the man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.”

    The river runs cold and black.

    Jacob sits on the bank, alone. He has sent everyone ahead. His wives. His children. His servants. His flocks. Everything he spent twenty years accumulating—gone across the water into the darkness. He told them it was strategy. Divide the camp. If Esau attacks one group, the other escapes.

    But that’s not why he’s alone.

    He’s alone because he can’t face them. Not tonight. Not with what’s coming.

    Tomorrow, his brother arrives. Esau. The brother he cheated out of the birthright. The brother he deceived with goat skin on his arms and lies on his lips. The brother who swore to kill him.

    Four hundred men. Esau is bringing four hundred men.

    Jacob has spent twenty years running. Scheming. Manipulating. He conned his blind father. He outmaneuvered his father-in-law. He built wealth through cleverness and cunning. But tonight, alone by the river, none of it matters.

    You can’t scheme your way out of four hundred swords.

    He sits in the darkness, replaying every lie he ever told. The goat skin. The stolen blessing. His father’s trembling hands on his face. “Are you really my son, Esau?” And Jacob’s voice, steady as death: “I am.”

    Twenty years. And it all comes due tomorrow.

    This is the Hole. Not a prison like Paul’s. Something worse—the darkness of his own making. The place where all your running finally stops. Where the past you buried claws its way up through the dirt.

    Jacob doesn’t hear the footsteps.

    The hands grab him before he can stand. He’s thrown hard—shoulder blades into dirt, the wind knocked out of him, dust in his mouth. He scrambles, but his attacker is faster. Stronger. A grip like iron around his wrist, torqueing the arm, driving him down.

    No words. No demands. Just violence in the darkness.

    Jacob fights back. He has no choice. He hooks a leg, bucks his hips, scrambles to his knees. An elbow to the ribs sends him sprawling. He tastes blood. He can’t see his attacker’s face—just a shape in the darkness, relentless, coming again.

    They lock up. Collar ties. Hand fighting. Jacob digs for underhooks, gets one, loses it. A snap-down drives his face into the dirt. He sprawls, circles, shoots—and gets stuffed, driven backward, his spine grinding against a rock.

    Hours pass.

    The stars wheel overhead. The river keeps running. Jacob’s muscles scream. His lungs burn. His grip weakens, then finds strength he didn’t know he had. Sweat and blood and the sound of ragged breathing.

    Neither man speaks. Neither man quits.

    This is no ordinary opponent. Jacob has wrestled men before—Laban’s sons, rivals, laborers. He knows what human strength feels like.

    This is something else.

    Every time Jacob finds an advantage, it evaporates. Every time he locks in a hold, it slips. His opponent moves like water, like shadow, like something not quite flesh. And yet the body Jacob grips is solid. Real. Warm with exertion.

    Jacob has been wrestling his whole life. He wrestled his brother in the womb. He wrestled for the birthright. He wrestled with Laban for twenty years. He survived because he had been training his whole life. Every struggle was preparation. Every fight was the room.

    Not ready to win. Ready to hold on.

    Then, near dawn, the figure does something impossible.

    One touch.

    Not a strike. Not a slam. Not a throw. A touch. A single finger on the socket of Jacob’s hip. And the ball separates from the joint. The pop is sickening—bone leaving bone, cartilage tearing, the leg going dead. Fire shoots from his hip to his toes. His leg buckles.

    Any wrestler knows that sound. The sound that ends seasons.

    Jacob should fall. The pain alone should finish him. His hip is destroyed. His leg is useless. The match, by any measure, is over.

    But Jacob doesn’t let go.

    He clings. With one working leg and two arms that have nothing left, he wraps himself around his opponent like a drowning man gripping wreckage and says the words that change everything:

    “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”

    Not: I will not let you go until I pin you.

    Not: I will not let you go until I prove I’m stronger.

    Not: I will not let you go until I win.

    Until you bless me.

    This is where Jacob redefined victory.

    Victory as Jacob defined it—despite the dire circumstances. Not dominance but transformation. Not standing over your opponent with your hand raised. Not a trophy. Not a scoreboard win. Victory was clinging to God with a destroyed hip, refusing to release, demanding not conquest but blessing.

    The world’s victory: Dominate. Pin. Stand over your opponent.

    Jacob’s victory: Be broken. Cling. Receive.

    He limped away. He couldn’t even walk straight. But he had something better than a trophy: a new name, a new identity, and a blessing that became a nation.

    His why wasn’t victory. His why was the blessing.

    And because he had a why, he could bear the how—a dislocated hip, a night of combat, the humiliation of clinging to an opponent he couldn’t defeat.

    Paul transformed his chains into a pulpit and his prison into a cathedral.

    Jacob transformed his defeat into a dynasty.

    Both men were in the Hole. Both men wrestled through the night—Paul with chains, Jacob with God. Both men emerged wounded—Paul awaiting execution, Jacob limping for the rest of his life.

    And both men redefined victory.

    Not escape. Not dominance. Not the absence of suffering.

    Victory as receiving what only God can give—in the middle of the fire, not after it.

    Jacob was in the Hole. He wrestled for the whole night. And he limped out whole.

    The sun rose over the Jabbok. Jacob—now Israel—pulled himself to his feet. One leg worked. One didn’t. He would limp for the rest of his life. Every step a reminder: I wrestled God, and I survived. I was broken, and I was blessed.

    He limped toward the river. Toward Esau. Toward four hundred swords.

    But he wasn’t Jacob anymore.

    Jesus trained in the wilderness for forty days before He faced the Cross. Paul trained through shipwrecks, beatings, and stonings before he faced the chains. Jacob trained through a lifetime of wrestling before he faced God at Jabbok.

    The training isn’t punishment. It’s preparation.

    Every battle you’ve fought until now—every loss, every wound, every night you wanted to quit—was the room. God has been forging you for something. You may not see it yet. Jacob didn’t see it either. Not until dawn broke and he realized who he’d been wrestling all along.

    Your Jabbok is coming. Maybe it’s already here.

    The question isn’t whether you’ll be wounded. You will be.

    The question is whether you’ll hold on.

    This is why we train.

    Now step onto the mat.

  
    
  
    COACH’S CORNER: FIRST PERIOD—FREEDOM
(Days 1–14) You showed up.

    I know that sounds like a small thing. It’s not. Showing up is the hardest part of any fight—harder than the training, harder than the pain, harder than losing. I’ve watched guys with Division I talent quit before Thanksgiving because they couldn’t handle showing up when it stopped being fun. Showing up when nobody knows your name and you don’t know theirs.

    I remember my first wrestling room. Gym C in Mechanicville, New York. No heat. Mats like cement. You could see your breath in the winter. The walls were cinder block, and the ceiling was so low you could touch it standing on the top turnbuckle.

    Then I got to Boston University. The room could have been a dungeon for the criminally insane. No windows. One way in and one way out. When the lights were off, it was absolute darkness. Sanitizer smell that never quite covered what was underneath—years of sweat, blood, effort, and fear.

    Two rooms. One had no heat and mats like cement. The other was a sealed box designed to cook you. Both of them built wrestlers. Both of them taught me something about what it takes before the match even starts.

    At BU, my first day was just a meet and greet. Look around, shake some hands. Some guys had big reputations. Others, you’d never heard of. And they’d never heard of you. Some were built like bodybuilders. Others were nothing physically impressive—skinny, quiet, the kind you’d walk past on campus without a second look. The room sorted all of that out fast.

    I watched average, physically built guys destroy steroid freaks. Truly, massive men that stepped onto a mat and quickly realized there’s no chemical that they could inject in their veins that was a shortcut to the technique that can only be honed through relentless dedication and hours of combat training.

    I tell you this because the spiritual life works the same way. You’re going to walk into this book and look around. Some of the people in these pages have big reputations—Zamperini, Dungy, Cash. Others you’ve never heard of. And some of them didn’t look like warriors until the fight started.

    The first period is about freedom. Before you can fight anything out there, you need to be free in here. Free from the lies you’ve been carrying. Free from the shame. Free from the identity someone else pinned on you when you were too young or too broken to fight it off.

    Over the next fourteen days, you’re going to buckle on the Belt of Truth and strap on the Breastplate of Righteousness. I won’t sugarcoat this phase. It will expose lies you’ve believed for so long they feel like facts. Don’t defend them. Let them die.

    Here’s what I need from you. Show up every day. Not when you feel inspired. Not when the morning went well. Every day. Champions are built in the grind, not the glory.

    And if you miss a day—listen to me—don’t quit. Don’t start over at Day 1. Just pick up where you left off. The Enemy wants you to believe one missed day disqualifies you. That’s a lie. Get back up.

    You won’t feel like a warrior on Day 3. That’s fine. Feelings follow actions. They always have.

    The match is set. Your opponent has been beating you for years with the same three moves—deception, condemnation, fear. Same setups, same finishes. You just didn’t know you were in a match.

    Now you do.

    “Whom the Son sets free is free indeed.”

    —John 8:36

    Time to rise and slay.

    —Coach Pete, THE MATCH (49 DAYS)

  
  

    FIRST PERIOD—FREEDOM
(Days 1–14)

  
    DAY 1: KNOW YOUR ENEMY

    VERSE: “Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” —1 Peter 5:8

    PRINCIPLE

    Before any wrestling match, you study film.

    You learn what your opponent likes—his favorite shots, his setups, how he reacts when he’s losing, what he does in the third period when his legs are burning and his lungs are on fire. Walking onto the mat without studying film isn’t brave. It’s reckless. You’ll get caught with something you should have seen coming.

    Spiritual warfare works the same way.

    The Enemy is real. He has patterns. He doesn’t invent new moves—he doesn’t need to. The same lies that worked on your grandfather work on you. The same isolation play. The same whisper at 2 a.m. when you’re too tired to fight: You’re not enough. This will never change. Nobody hears you.

    He prowls. That word matters. He doesn’t charge. Doesn’t announce himself. He waits—for fatigue, for isolation, for success. Especially success. A wrestler is most vulnerable right after a takedown, when he thinks the hard part is over and relaxes for half a second. That’s when the reversal comes.

    The Dragon has been studying your film for years. He knows your tendencies. He knows what lie you’ll swallow without checking it. He knows where the cracks are.

    Today, you stop being unaware. Not courageous. Not strong. Aware. Awareness is the first weapon.

    ASKED AND RECEIVED: LOUIS ZAMPERINI

    I first read Zamperini’s story on a plane to a formwork convention in Vegas. Couldn’t put it down. Missed the drink cart twice. A guy who ran in the Olympics, survived a plane crash, floated forty-seven days on a raft, endured two years in a POW camp—and then almost got destroyed by nightmares after he made it home. That last part is the part that got me. The war after the war.

    Louis Zamperini was nineteen years old when he competed in the 1936 Berlin Olympics—the youngest American to qualify for the 5,000 meters. He finished eighth, but his 56-second final lap caught Hitler’s attention. His roommate in the Olympic Village was Jesse Owens.

    Six years later, Zamperini was a bombardier on a B-24 Liberator in the Army Air Forces. On May 27, 1943, his plane lost two engines during a search and rescue mission and crashed into the Pacific. He survived forty-seven days on a raft—fighting sharks, starvation, and strafing runs from Japanese bombers—only to wash ashore and spend two years in POW camps. There, a sadistic guard known as “The Bird” singled out the Olympic athlete for daily beatings designed to break him.

    They didn’t.

    After the war, nightmares and alcoholism nearly destroyed him. Then he heard Billy Graham preach in Los Angeles in 1949, surrendered his life to Christ, and never had another nightmare. He returned to Japan—not for revenge but to forgive his captors. The Bird refused to meet him.

    Zamperini spent the rest of his life as a Christian evangelist, inspiring millions with ten words: “If you can take it, you can make it.”

    He died in 2014 at age ninety-seven—unbroken.

    Think about that number. Forty-seven days on a raft. We’re doing forty-nine.

    PRAYER

    Father, open my eyes. I’ve been walking around unaware—letting the Enemy operate in spaces I never thought to check. I didn’t even know we were in a match. Now I do. I take my position. I am no longer prey. Amen.

    ACTION: Write down three areas where you sense the Enemy has been prowling in your life. Not vague spiritual language—name them. The addiction. The relationship. The thought pattern. The grudge. The fear you won’t say out loud.

    REFLECTION: What lie has been operating in your life so long you’ve stopped recognizing it as a lie—the one you’ve accepted as “just how things are”?

  
    DAY 2: THE BELT OF TRUTH

    VERSE: “Stand firm then, with the Belt of Truth buckled around your waist.” —Ephesians 6:14a

    PRINCIPLE

    Here’s something most people don’t know about wrestling: your stance is everything.

    Hips low. Weight centered. Ready to attack or defend. If your stance is off—hips too high, weight too far forward, feet too close—you’re getting taken down. Every coach in every room in every state will tell you the same thing. Fix the stance first. Everything else follows.

    The Belt of Truth is your stance.

    In Roman armor, the belt held everything together. Without it, the breastplate hung loose, the sword had nowhere to attach, movement became clumsy. The belt was the integration point—the piece that made all the other pieces functional.

    Truth works the same way in your life. When you’re grounded in what’s real—about God, about yourself, about the Enemy—everything locks in. When truth slips? Your hips come up. Your weight shifts. You’re on your back wondering what happened.

    I’ll tell you something about the scale. In wrestling, there’s no negotiating with the scale. You either make weight or you don’t. There’s no “close enough.” No excuses. No reframing. The number is the number. And if you don’t make it, it’s not just you who pays—the whole team takes the loss. You can literally lose an entire team match because one guy didn’t meet his obligation.

    Truth is the scale. It doesn’t care about your feelings, your intentions, or your excuses. It reads what’s real. And the sooner you step on it, the sooner you can fight from an honest position.

    The Dragon’s primary weapon is deception. He can’t create—he only distorts. Every attack he throws starts with a lie. A fake. A misdirection. He’s trying to get you to beat yourself. Good wrestlers don’t fall for fakes. They stay in their stance, read the setup, and trust their training.

    That’s what truth does. It keeps you grounded when everything around you is moving.

    ASKED AND RECEIVED: TONY DUNGY

    Tony Dungy grew up in Jackson, Michigan, the son of educators who raised him in the Baptist church. His grandfather was a minister. He knew right from wrong. But by college, his faith had taken a back seat to his competitive fire.

    In high school, Dungy was what he calls “a technical-foul machine”—ultra-competitive, hot-headed, the guy who got thrown out of basketball games for losing his temper. His high school buddies laugh when people describe him as calm and collected. That wasn’t the Tony they knew.

    He went undrafted out of Minnesota. The Pittsburgh Steelers offered a $2,000 signing bonus with no guarantee he’d make the team—and he’d have to switch from quarterback to defensive back. Coach Chuck Noll assigned him a roommate: Donnie Shell, an All-Pro safety and one of the most on-fire Christians Dungy had ever met.

    Shell knocked on teammates’ doors at 7 a.m. for Bible study. Every night, he and Dungy talked about what it meant to be a Christian man in a non-Christian world.

    During training camp, Dungy was stressed and convinced he wouldn’t make the team. Shell saw the fear on his face and confronted him: “Tony, you’ve always said God is number one, that He knows what’s best. But now that you’re faced with this challenge, it doesn’t seem like that’s what you really believe.”

    Dungy was stopped cold. His roommate had just put him on the scale.

    “Donnie taught me how to be a Christian,” Dungy later said. “A good man and husband, as well as a competitor.”

    Dungy made the team. Won a Super Bowl ring. His playing career only lasted three years—traded twice, then cut. At twenty-five, he thought his football life was over. Then Coach Noll called and offered him a job coaching defensive backs. Dungy became the youngest assistant coach in NFL history.

    In their first meeting, Noll told him something he never forgot: “Even though we’re professionals being paid to play, don’t make football your life. There’s more to life than this game. I want to help you find your life’s work.”

    Dungy carried that wisdom through fifteen years as an assistant, then as head coach in Tampa Bay and Indianapolis. In 2007, he became the first Black head coach to win a Super Bowl.

    But before the triumph came the unthinkable.

    On December 22, 2005—three days before Christmas—Dungy’s eighteen-year-old son James was found dead in his Tampa apartment. Suicide.

    At the funeral, 1,500 people gathered. Dungy stood before them: “I urge you not to take your relationships for granted. Parents, hug your kids each chance you get. Tell them you love them each chance you get. You don’t know when it’s going to be the last time.”

    Then he shared the truth that anchored his soul: “James was a Christian and is today in Heaven. People ask how I could come back to work so soon. I’m not totally recovered. I don’t know if I ever will be. It’s still ever-painful. But some good things have come out of it.”

    He spoke of letters from grieving parents who heard his testimony. He spoke of two people who received sight from James’s donated corneas. Then he delivered the hardest truth: “If God had asked me beforehand—your son’s death will help all these people, but I have to take him—I would have said no. But God faced the same choice two thousand years ago with His own Son. And He said yes. That’s why we have eternal life.”

    His biggest regret? The last time he saw James, at Thanksgiving, he didn’t hug him. Just a casual goodbye.

    “The only way you can make it through,” Dungy says, “is to have faith in God and rely on Christ.”

    PRAYER

    Lord, buckle Your truth around me today. Fix my stance. I’ve been fighting from a bad position—hips high, weight forward, easy to take down. Expose the lie I’ve been standing on. Show me what’s real, even when real is hard. Let everything else hang on what is true. In Christ’s name. Amen.

    ACTION: Identify one lie you’ve been believing—about yourself, your situation, or God. Write it down. Then find one Scripture that speaks truth against it. Say the truth out loud. Three times. This is how you fix your stance.

    REFLECTION: What would change if you stopped falling for the fakes—if you trusted the truth about who God says you are?

  
    DAY 3: IDENTITY IN CHRIST

    VERSE: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” —2 Corinthians 5:17

    PRINCIPLE

    The Dragon’s favorite attack isn’t brute force. It’s identity theft.

    He wants you to forget who you are. Like a wrestler who studies your film and finds the weakness you didn’t know you had, the Dragon will replay your past, your failures, your family patterns—anything to keep you seeing yourself through the old lens.

    But here’s what every wrestler eventually learns: you are not your last match.

    You were crucified with Christ. The person who committed those sins, carried that shame, believed those lies about himself? Gone. Not improved. Not reformed. Dead. You are a new creation. The Dragon is studying film on a wrestler who doesn’t exist anymore. He’s building a game plan against someone who’s been cut from the roster.
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