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Introduction
Stephen Kendrick

One of the most powerful and life-changing books in exis-
tence is the New Testament biblical book of Ephesians. Filled 
with hope, it is deep, mind-blowing, and very rich. The six 
short chapters express God’s amazing heart of compassion, 
how He can meet us where we are, powerfully change us from 
the inside out, and beautifully redeem our lives for good and 
for His glory. 

For many years, when I tried to read Ephesians, my eyes 
would kind of glaze over. I would get lost in some of the con-
cepts and skip over sections I didn’t understand, not grasping 
the bigger picture or how to incorporate it into my life. Then a 
few years ago, something unexpectedly happened to my family 
that completely turned the light on for me and unlocked the 
book in living color. 

We adopted a little girl. 
Throughout the process of adoption, our new daugh-

ter’s journey began to surprisingly parallel the concepts in 
Ephesians in vivid detail. The entire book began to make 
sense to me for the first time at a deep level. All the truths 
became more powerful in light of it, and it’s now one of my 
favorite books of all time. 
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This experience was so beautifully profound that I’ve 
been walking others through Ephesians ever since and 
showing them how God can use it in their lives. I’m so 
grateful that we can now share our adoption story with 
you here and, in the pages that follow, take time to dive 
into so many incredible truths from Scripture. Let me 
begin now by going back to the defining day when our 
adoption began. 

Early one morning, my wife, Jill, and I were flying to 
New York to approve the final master of a movie called 
Courageous that I had produced, before it released in the-
aters. While on the plane, I was praying and reading in 
the Gospel of John, specifically Jesus’ words in chapter 10, 
about how a shepherd will love, protect, and lay down his 
life for his sheep. I was thinking about my role as a father 
that morning and how I could better shepherd our four 
little children we had at home. In the course of my read-
ing, God caught me off guard and spoke to my heart very 
clearly. I turned to Jill, feeling a bit surprised, and said, “I 
think God wants us to be open to adoption.” 

My wife smiled and was already ahead of me. I didn’t 
realize she had been quietly praying for years that God 
would turn my heart toward adoption but had not told me 
because she wanted it to be of God, not of her. I picked up 
my pen and wrote the word adoption next to the key verse 
God had used that day, then dated it. 

Fast-forward two years. After we’d completed mountains 
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of paperwork, an email popped into my phone with our first 
referral. I was elated. Staring back at me was the picture of 
an adorable, eight-month-old girl, along with the question, 
“Do you want to adopt this child?” 

She logically lined up with everything we were asking 
for, but there was a problem. I don’t know how better to 
explain it than to say a dark, uneasy heaviness came over 
me. I felt a strong lack of peace that I wrestled against for 
hours, wondering what was wrong with me. Am I afraid? 
What will happen to this girl if I say no? 

I called one of our reps for help. “It’s too big of a big 
decision, Stephen,” he said. “If it’s not a clear yes, then it’s a 
no.” So with a measure of guilt, I sent the agency an awk-
ward email and closed the door. Jill cried. 

Over the next few weeks, two more referrals came. Each 
was a beautiful, precious child. Each referral was followed 
by an emotional battle of research, prayer, and indecision. 
The willingness was there, but no peace. No “yes.” 

More awkward emails followed. 
I called our adoption agent who said it wasn’t uncom-

mon for parents to turn down a referral, maybe even two. 
But I had already struck out three times. The “fear of man” 
started to kick in. What will others think if I keep turning 
away these precious orphans knocking on my door? Didn’t we say 
God wanted us to adopt? 

A fourth referral arrived. But again, no peace. I turned 
it down. Jill cried. 
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It was heart-wrenching. An experience that was sup-
posed to be a joyful journey for us had become a traumatic 
roller coaster, and I wanted off. The next month, the agency 
didn’t send us any referrals, and, to be quite honest, I was 
relieved. 

Then came March 2013. A fifth referral landed in my 
inbox. 

When I saw it, I dreaded opening it. 
She was a two-year-old girl who’d been abandoned in 

Nanjing, China, with a deadly heart condition. Her physi-
cal situation was more severe and potentially expensive than 
any of the other children we’d considered. And yet when we 
saw her picture, an unexpected peace came over both of us 
(Col. 3:15). 

It was as if God was saying, “This is the one you’ve been 
waiting for.” 

After research, we discovered that her birth mother 
likely couldn’t afford her daughter’s surgeries and faced the 
brutal decision of either keeping her and letting her die or 
giving her up to save her life. She left her on a street corner 
wrapped in a red blanket (which in China means “good 
luck” and “I love you”), along with the papers describing her 
needed surgeries. Despite all the potential complications, 
something seemed very right in our hearts about making 
this specific little girl a part of our family. 

Her file stated her date of birth as February 14, 2011. 
“She was born on Valentine’s Day with a broken heart,” Jill 
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said to me. So with peaceful hearts and joyful tears, we sent 
a welcoming email and locked her in. All was well. 

A few weeks later, Jill came and asked me about the 
flight where God had spoken to us about adoption. “What 
day was that?” she wondered. “Do you remember?” 

I hadn’t thought about it and had no idea. I went 
and thumbed through my Bible, looking for John 10:16. 
Opening the page, I found the word adoption next to that 
verse, and the date next to it. 

February 14, 2011. 
The day this baby was born in China was the same day 

that God had said to me on the airplane, “I want you to 
adopt.” 

I was overwhelmed and in awe of my God. I felt this 
awesome sense that we were about to be a part of something 
much bigger than we realized. He was clearly in control of 
this, and we needed to trust Him and move forward. 

Things happened quickly. We felt inspired to name her 
Mia, which means “one” in Greek, like in Ephesians 4:5. 
When we arrived in China, we discovered that her birth 
mother had originally named her the Chinese word for 
“one.” 

After processing Mia’s adoption and paying a lot of 
fees, we then experienced another interesting plane ride as 
we were bringing her home from China. Our friends had 
warned us it might be highly difficult. They were correct. 
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During the extremely long flight to New York, our new 
daughter cried, whined, and screamed loudly for a large 
portion of the twelve hours. (I have videos.) 

Mia, our new China rose, was understandably distraught 
and very confused about what was going on and who we 
were. She had no idea at the time that this was a necessary 
and important part of a big, wonderful plan, that we were 
actually rescuing her from a desperate and hopeless situation. 

She didn’t know that in Nanjing, her future trajectory 
was dark. Orphans get minimal care and often grow up 
struggling with their identity, sense of value, and purpose, 
not knowing the love of a family and not having much help 
or hope for the future. They often end up on the street 
where they may be trafficked. 

But now Mia would have a safe, happy home and fam-
ily. She would have two loving parents, four siblings, four 
grandparents, and more than a dozen cousins ready to 
welcome her with open arms. At the orphanage, she owned 
almost nothing. Now she would have a warm bed, clean 
clothes, and new toys to enjoy. She would now have all the 
education and medical care she needed. And she would 
freely receive the same privileges and future inheritance as 
all her siblings. Now she would have hope. Not just wishful 
thinking, but a bright path to the future. 

But none of these wonderful changes were happening 
because of anything she had done, earned, or could provide 
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us. They were all set into motion because there had been a 
total change in her identity. Because of WHO SHE NOW 
WAS. 

She was not a hopeless orphan. She was Mia Kendrick: 
our chosen, wanted, and beloved daughter. And because of 
this, like dominos falling, everything else in her life would 
also completely change for the better. 

If Mia had understood this reality on the plane—who 
she was, how deeply she was loved by her new family, and 
how good her life would become—she could have been 
smiling and cheering instead of weeping in fear. She could 
have enjoyed the journey and more easily endured the flight 
delays. If she could have grasped the bigger picture, she 
could have celebrated the entire way home.

Now as beautiful as that sounds, this story directly 
applies to each of us. 

None of us is born knowing who we are or why we’re 
here, any more than Mia did when we first met her. All of 
us arrive with our own set of issues and genuine needs—not 
just physical, but emotional and spiritual as well. 

We also have heart problems. We battle with selfish-
ness, pride, lust, greed, insecurity, anger . . . and the list 
goes on. Over time, we will struggle with fearing the 
future, as well as wrestling with the hurt and dysfunction 
within our own lives and families. We can grapple with 
confusion and our place in this world.
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But the Bible says that God, who is the most loving 
Father of all, openly expressed His compassionate love for 
the world by sending His Son on a rescue mission. Jesus 
demonstrated a love we did not deserve by laying down His 
life to save us from a hopeless future. He paid the spiritual 
fees needed for our redemption, and He offers new life to 
anyone willing to trust Him by faith. When we place our 
lives in His hands, God the Father literally adopts us into 
His family and changes our identity completely. Our spiri-
tual condition, value, and purpose change as well, along 
with our whole future. God takes ownership over us as 
His children. He blesses us with new resources, helps us 
discover how to be more like Him, and explains to us in 
His Word how to live victoriously as His beloved sons and 
daughters. 

But most people do not understand this. I would argue 
that most followers of Christ don’t even truly grasp this. 
The apostle Paul wrote the book of Ephesians to people 
who knew God, but they didn’t understand their identity. 
And Paul prayed that God would open their eyes to grasp 
the depth of it because of how it would positively change 
their entire lives.

That is the purpose of this book.
We have put Defined together to help you learn more 

about the wonderful truths of Ephesians regarding who 
you are and who God has created you to be. We invite 
you to join us, along with countless others, on a journey of 
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discovery through some of the most important passages of 
the Bible regarding the identity and inheritance that God 
provides to His children.

We will begin with how God designed us, handles our 
brokenness, and forgives us. We will study what it means to 
let go of the past and live out our identity in Him so that it 
positively affects how we think, speak, and relate in love to 
those around us, including our families and work associates. 
Then we will conclude with how God’s Spirit empowers 
us to handle temptation, criticism, and life’s hardest battles 
more successfully, so that our lives will bring glory to God 
regardless of the circumstances.

So with this in mind, right here at the outset, we would 
like to challenge you to make a commitment to three things:

First, READ this book a chapter a day. 
We suggest at least five days a week for the next eight 

weeks, but whatever works for your schedule. Each chapter 
should only take you about ten minutes.

Second, READ the Bible each day.
Let the Word of God teach you who God is and who 

you are. We’ll give you specific verses at the end of each 
chapter that you can look up and study. They should deepen 
your perspective on what God says about your identity and 
help you gain the most from this journey. 
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Third, PRAY every day.
The book of Ephesians models prayer as a key compo-

nent to comprehending and believing truth. Choose a place 
and time when you can pray alone each day, preferably in 
the morning (Ps. 5:3). Try to end each chapter by asking 
God to help you apply what He is teaching you. Then take 
time to pray specifically about any need or difficulty in your 
life. 

We’ll end each chapter with a prayer, just as we’re doing 
here in this opening section, extending to you an invitation 
to approach God with words similar to these . . .

Heavenly Father, I come in Jesus’ name, asking that 
You would open the eyes of my heart to know You and 
who You created me to be. Help me daily receive Your 
love for me, to walk in sincere love toward You and 
others, and live out who I am in You. Bless me and 

make me a blessing. Cleanse me of my sins, renew my 
mind with Your Word, and make me strong to do Your 
will. Fill me and lead me by Your Holy Spirit, and use 

my life as light in this world for Your glory. Amen.

May we each experience the depth of the love and 
mercy of God, and may our lives become living examples of 
His grace and transforming power to bring light and hope 
to future generations!






