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Welcome to everybody at all of our locations! Thanks so much for being here this weekend. We continue our ‘Voices’ series. We have heard some incredible voices. We kicked off with Donald Miller, then last weekend, we got Carey Casey, and this weekend, it is such a privilege for me to welcome a new friend. I had the privilege of meeting Pastor Kevin Ramsby almost two years ago and when he told me his story, I knew it was a story that I wanted us to hear as a church. Pastor Kevin is the Senior Pastor at Revival Tabernacle in Detroit, Michigan. He has an incredible story of healing and forgiveness. You are going to hear a video before he comes. I think it is cool that he and his wife Sara, number one, they are celebrating an anniversary with us, so congratulations! Their kids are with them and they made a little road trip to the nation’s Capital. It is such a joy and privilege to welcome him, but let’s watch this video first.

[video clip, voice of Kevin Rambsby:  That evening I had just been working on the computer, it was about midnight when I finally dozed off and went to bed. At about 3:00 in the morning, I remember hearing the sound of glass breaking. I jumped up to my feet, my heart was racing, I was yelling as loud as I could, ‘Get out! Get out! This is my house!’ It was when I hit the last two steps, I remember making eye contact with him for a brief second, looking into his eyes and there was a coldness, an absence of any feelings or emotions, he was just there. He didn’t say anything to me initially, he just began stabbing me. Almost instantly, I began thinking about my kids. In my mind, I was saying I can’t believe this is happening. I tried to block the knife stabs coming down. They hit me in the cheek and the temple and my arms. At one point, I was able to wrestle the knife away from him for a brief second. It was then that I noticed the knife has somehow broke initially and I had a large section of the knife in my hand and it ended up cutting through my thumb and I could no longer hold it. The man grabbed the knife again after it fell out of my hand. Finally, I fell flat on the ground thinking I was paralyzed. It was then that he spoke the first words to me, he wanted to know where the keys and where the money were. I told him I didn’t have any money and that the keys were in the kitchen. He came back mad and asked again for the keys and the money. I told him, please, I have two kids and just walked back in and stabbed me a couple more time. I really began to lose hope quickly. The reality was setting in that I probably would never see my family again and I closed my eyes and began to wait for there to be no more life. At some point, it was like I was awakened and I began to pray, for my wife that she would know how much I loved her and how much I cared for her and how special she was, and to pray for my daughter and my son. At that point, I thought life was over but I heard four words, it said they still need you. And it was then where everything changed and I went from complete hopelessness of my life was over and was resolved to die, but it was when I heard those words, they will need you, that all of a sudden, I’ve got to live.]

[Kevin Ramsby]

It’s great to be with you at NCC this weekend but let me tell you this, it’s just good to be here, period! Every weekend is a good weekend for me! You saw some of the story there and what God has done, his power and how He has been able to work in our lives. It is an amazing story and for me to be able to come and share a little bit of our journey. It has been a journey, it really has, and we are so thankful for God and for Pastor Mark for being a friend and encourager during this time. Let me start out with this. I’m going to give you a few words from Genesis 37:7 and I want you to remember this little line and we are going to talk a little bit and then end back up here.
One night, Joseph had a dream.

Let me ask a question, how many here have had a dream for your life at some point and time? I think all of us have. Whether it is a career or a family dream or whether there is a circumstance in your life or a healing or you need God to do something, I think all of us at times in our lives have dreams.  We heard the great ‘I Have A Dream’ speech and not only did Martin Luther King have a dream, Joseph had a dream. And I’ve had a dream. You saw a little bit of the story that took place there, but my question to you, and maybe you’ve been there before, but what happens when your dream begins to turn sour? What happens when your dream, or in my case, it begins to be more of a nightmare, and I think as I watch that, it is hard for me to just sit there and relive seeing the pictures of my kids that I literally envisioned while I was on the ground that night hearing the hospital call my wife.
For me, let me share this too, there is something about when you’ve experienced a sense of hopelessness. I’ll admit this, as a pastor, I’ve flipped that term around often, being hopeless, ya know, we preach to the hopeless and we share hope, but something changed for me that night. When I experienced a level of hopelessness that I’ve never in my life experienced before, I formed my own definition of hopelessness. I think hopelessness is when I no longer have the ability to see beyond my circumstance nor do I have the ability to do anything about it. When that takes place, you are now in a dangerous place. You are in a place in your life where things can go in all kinds of different directions. And again, think about it, the ability, some of us have had careers and educations and degrees and some of us have finances and some of us have networks and social networks and friends but what happens if none of those things can influence or change your circumstance? I live this every day in the city of Detroit and helping people who literally are bound to a hopelessness in every single capacity of their lives. But for me, I have said that and I’ve talked about bring hope to people but until I myself found myself laying on my kitchen floor one day, convinced that my life was over, convinced I was dead, no one was around, I had no one I could call for help, I literally put my cheek on the ground and closed my eyes and began waiting to die. That’s hopelessness.
When I think about that, it is always emotional. Let me take you back to that night and I want you to remember Joseph had a dream. Joseph had a dream. Remember that. Joseph has a dream. Now, I want to take you back to that night. Whenever I begin to prepare and speak for this, it is hard because I begin to think through regrets. There are parts of my life, and maybe you’ve been there, that you wish you could go back to a moment in time and you wish you could relive it again, you would do things differently. For me, I would go back to that night, and I have some regrets. Let me explain to you, first of all I am a man. Grr, a man type of man! And I’m a Detroiter! We are fist bumping, chest bumping men. We have teams like the Lions, the Tigers, the Pistons. And just to show you a little bit personally, in high school, my nickname was Rambo! What are you laughing at? And I can prove that to you because right here I burned on my arm with a knife Rambo! I don’t remember much of that night because that was pre-Jesus days and I don’t remember it but I woke up and there it was! But you’ve got to get this, I’m a man! And I take pride in that. If we’re going to hug, we’re going to hug strong. But when I go back to that night, one of the most difficult things, it was 3:00 in the morning, I was awakened from a dead sleep, adrenaline rushing, and as I raced down there, I do what any real man would do, you grab your weapon. For me, when I was racing down the stairs, my weapon was right at the top of the stairs, I grabbed it and I raced down the stairs but the problem I had was when you walk down my stairs, it has one of those stairwells that wrap around and the place where the individual broke in was behind the wall, so I couldn’t see him and didn’t know where he was coming from. As I was racing down full speed with my weapon, he popped around the corner and we collide running full speed at the bottom of the stairs. As we met, I had a second instant where I saw him raise up his arm and I caught a glimpse of a large kitchen knife. The blade was about that fat on it. I saw him raise it and I had a split second to take my weapon and to cock it back and lock on him and I was getting ready to, but ok, I had a tennis racquet! I had time to do my best Roger Federer backhand and I swung and missed! Not only did I swing and miss but even if I would have made contact, because I’m a  Christian, I left the cover on the tennis racquet in case I did make contact, I didn’t want to hurt him! So, but, as you could tell, my regret is this – I had my man moment. And being a guy with Rambo as a nickname tells you a little bit about me. I’m ready to go! But as I go back to that night, I so desperately wish I could get my man card back. Everything went wrong that night. The moment I missed him, his first stab went right into my stomach and created about a seven inch gash all the way in and from there it was all on. He was just stabbing away. He hit me in my temple, all the way through my cheek, through my throat, through my chest. It was a fight. I didn’t last too long and I fell in the floor. When I fell in the floor, he simply jumped on top of me and just kept stabbing me. And let me tell you, that is hard for me. My first instinct when I heard the glass wasn’t to hide or to call 911, my first instinct was, ‘Hey, who is in MY house? You are in MY house!’  We have a saying in Detroit, ‘This is my house.’  Some of my staff members thought they were stronger than me and we had a push-up contest right in the office and I outdid them. I did 122 of them! Let me tell you, I got up and said, ‘This is MY house!’  And I posted it on Facebook and everywhere! 
But that night, it was awful. It was my house but I was on the ground with some guy on top of me stabbing me. I tried to get up to my feet, I got him off for a second, he jumped on my back and began stabbing me in my head and stabbing me in my spine to the point where all the twinges were shooting through my body and I lost all control and I fell on my face and thought I was paralyzed. I had a black lab and I remember looking up and it was there and it was panicking! I gave it away afterwards! But here I was laying on the ground, I couldn’t move. Finally the guy speaks to me again and asks where are my keys and where is the money. He drags me further and goes into the kitchen and I’ll never forget him looking in the kitchen and then making eye contact and yelling, ‘Where are the keys?’ And I remember thinking my kids, my kids, my kids, trying to connect with him and hoping that he has kids and I began to tell him that I have awesome kids and to beg him not to do it, and when he couldn’t find the keys again, his only response was to come back and stab me some more. C’mon! There’s a song You Had A Bad Day, it has gone from bad to worse. For me, as I was laying there, my whole life began to change. In a matter of five minutes, the dream God gave me, there was no longer a dream. The dream of going into the inner city, the dream of starting ministry centers and working with young people and kids and changing a community. Do you know where that got me? It got me living in the community and found me lying flat on my kitchen floor. Now, with no hope, the only thing I could do was look at a clock and just wait and count down until I hit the other side of eternity. That’s where it got me.
Let me tell you this, in my lowest moment, here’s what happened – I prayed. When you get desperate, you pray, right? Here’s what I prayed, laying on my kitchen floor, the guy came and asked me one last time where the keys and money were and at this point, I was ticked! He ruined my life and I remember looking up at him and said, ‘It doesn’t matter anymore because I’m dead.’  And he just walked upstairs and began ransacking my entire house. And at that moment, I put my head on the ground and I began to pray. I don’t know what you would pray in that moment, but here’s what I didn’t pray, I didn’t pray God heal me, God save me, God deliver me, God send someone to the house. No, I had one prayer, my mind was consumed with only one thing, my one prayer was this, God let me know that you see me right now. Just let me know that you know that I’m here. God, I’m all alone and I just want to know that even though I got blind-sided by this, You didn’t get blind-sided by this.  As I prayed there, do you know what God said to me? Nothing. I sat there and closed my eyes and it was almost as if the darkness went darker. I remember thinking it just got darker. And it was as if God was nowhere around. After that moment, I prayed for my wife. I said God, You tell her I love her. You make sure she knows how much I love her. I prayed for my daughter that God would protect her and God would be the father to her that I can’t now be and that God would protect her from every jerk of a boy that would try to lay his hands on her. I said, God protect her virginity, keep her pure. I prayed that. That was my last prayer for my daughter. I prayed for my son. God, don’t let him be angry because this happened to his dad. As I waited there to die, those words, they still need me, they saved my life because when I heard those words in the middle of my prayer, I got Rambo-like again! I went from down in the count to I’ve got to live and  it’s time to stand up and I’ve got to get out of here and I didn’t think about any circumstance, I didn’t look around and at that moment, I stood up and I realized again, because the enemy will do this often in our lives, he wants to remind you that if you take a step forward, he will remind you of the step you messed up, and so I finally got hope again, I’ve got to live, I’ve got to live, and I stand up and all that hope instantly gets erased because now all of a sudden I realize how bad. I didn’t know how many times I had been stabbed. I wasn’t counting. I didn’t know but when I stood up, I realized something was really bad, my insides were now on the outside of me and I had to pick up my intestines and I had to now carry them out the door and I had to walk to a neighbor’s house and get out of there to get help. And I’m going to tell you, the hope that I had when I heard those words that they still needed me, I’ve got to live, it was instantly gone. 
How many appreciate encouragers in your life? I’m a great encourager because that night, no one encouraged me. When I made it to my neighbor’s porch and I finally had a hope that I might live, I knocked on his door and he opened the door at 3:00 in the morning and I said, ‘Let me in,’ and he said, ‘No way!’  I’m like, ‘Are you kidding?’ I was sitting here blood covered and holding things and he wouldn’t let me in! The cops raced there and you know it’s bad when police show up because they are in control and they kind of pause when they see me and their eyes go… and they begin to call into the radio dispatcher what they are seeing and their words are this, this can’t identify what race I am.  All they see is that I am red from the top of my head to my toes. I only had shorts on and they didn’t know what race I was. They sat there stunned and in shock and they were terrified to even go next door to see who did this to me. They were deathly afraid. 
Finally, there is the paramedics. Any paramedics in here? The paramedics walk up, a guy and a girl, and they get to the bottom of the steps of the porch and they look at me and they stop. And I’m like why are you stopping? They stop and have a conversation, ‘How are we going to get him off the porch? He is going to be too slippery and he is not going to stay on the stretcher board, and he is too fat!’  And I’m thinking, I know you did not just call me fat! You know Tyler Perry? Something started rising up in me, ‘Who you calling fat?’ I’m not fat! I might be short for my weight but I’m not fat! Don’t call me fat! I’ve got a height problem! I don’t have a weight problem!  Are you serious! Inside me, I can’t take it anymore and I look at them and say listen, you get up here and I look at my neighbor who is a big guy and I say, ‘You man up and get me in that thing because I’ve got to live!’  They raced me to the hospital and they say I’m not going to live and they called Sara and told her to get here because I was not going to live. They said there is no way he is going to live. We’ve never seen someone come in here looking like this and survive.  When Sara got that phone call, she was in Rockford, Illinois, her first reaction, she will tell you this, she dropped on her knees and she began to say Jesus. And she just says Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. I’m going to tell you, when your first response is Jesus, things will change in your life. Your hopeless situation now can have hope if you begin to bring Jesus into that situation.
All across the country, people began to call and they began praying for me. In Pastor Mark’s language, they began praying circles around me because they were saying I was not going to live. They said I would be in the hospital for months, but in two weeks I was out of the hospital.

Here’s what happens. You saw those words, they still need you, and those words, I needed to hear them to get me to get up again because I had stopped living. What chills me to the core is this, I could’ve laid in my kitchen bleeding to death and literally would have died when I had the strength and God had given me the ability to actually live. In my mind, I said I was dead. And in my mind, there was no tomorrow. You couldn’t convince me of it, it was a done deal, but when God said those words and I heard those words, they still need you, it changed everything. It caused me to physically get up. And as I laid in the hospital, this is what began to take place. I had two questions I began to have to deal with. They still need you wasn’t going to be just about physically getting up because I think we’ve all seen this in society that you can physically be present but emotionally, mentally and all those things be totally far away and distant and absent and you can really be no good. My thing is, if my kids need me, if my church needs me, if my city needs, it is not just me physically being there but there had to be a quality about me that still needed to remain. So when I laid in that hospital room, the question that began to bombard my mind was, if they still need me, what do I need to do? And they still need you was going to hinge on how I responded to two questions. 

The first question was how do I answer the God question of this – where were you? For me, I had an issue with God. I had prayed and all I wanted was for God to let me know He was there. I didn’t need Him to do a miracle. I didn’t need Him to heal me. I didn’t ask for any of that. I just wanted to know that He was there. And I had an issue and it was hard but here’s what began to take place, as I was in the hospital, people began to come into the hospital, they began to filter in. The police and the people who cleaned up my house and they began to give me the reports and they began to tell me what they saw at my house. I didn’t know that all together I had been stabbed 37 times, not 1, 2, 3, 10, 15, but 37 times, all over, my arms, my chest, my abdomen, my hands, I nearly had to have my thumb and pinky amputated. It was all over. And they were saying that if, by any chance, a couple of those wounds, 7 to my spine, 10 to the back of my head, if they were just this much over, I would have been dead. So they began to tell me that it was 37 times. I told them in the investigation that the knife broke and they told me that if that knife hadn’t broken, things could have even been worse because he had to stab you some of those times grabbing on not the handle but holding onto the blade and he would have had so much more leverage and they were saying if that had happened, and I know how that knife broke! It wasn’t God did that! It was my abs of steel!  Knife made out of steel, abs made out of steel! So I wasn’t going to give God credit for that exactly.  And they didn’t know how I heard the glass break from where I was. And we didn’t realize that thank goodness my wife and my kids who were supposed to be there that night, but that morning we changed plans and sent them away. So as all this proof comes in, I started going, well maybe God was a little bit around when I didn’t see Him. 

Then here was the kicker. As the police officers came in and began to investigate, they see where I passed out and I lost consciousness on my kitchen floor, there was obviously a large pool of blood and it dripped all over the first step. They saw where I stood up and where I used the walls to balance myself and the question they kept asking me was the thing they were so puzzled by was that they saw all those things but there were no footprints and no drops of blood from your kitchen to the neighbor’s porch. They said we don’t know how you got from your kitchen to your neighbor’s porch because you were 100 percent covered in blood, you had to stand up, we don’t get it. Here’s the only conclusion I could come up with in that moment, when I thought God was the farthest from me, He was actually the closest to me. When I thought maybe I could have been the farthest outside of God’s will, listen, I was in the very center of God’s will.
That’s why sometimes when you have dreams in your life and those dreams go south or those dreams become a nightmare, don’t automatically throw God under the bus. Don’t automatically just say God is not there. He is a lot closer than you would ever think.

The second question I had to deal with was what do I do with this man right here? Wesley McLemore. He was the guy, I had never met him in my life, never seen him before. He was from down South. Anyone from down South? Anyone from Alabama? Do you have security systems? Birmingham? Stay away from me!  He had served 15 years for attempted murder and had just got out of prison. He traveled up to Detroit to try to make contact with a daughter he had never met. He found himself on my street, in a crack house, got high on drugs, walked down the block, chose my house, broke my window and did this to me. And not only did he nearly kill me but he stole the innocence from my children, he financially ruined my family. We have lost all sense of home. We have had to live in four different homes in the last three and a half years, renting, just trying to restore home and feeling. The nightmares that come, the flashbacks, all because of that guy. What do I do with him? 
Here’s a verse that began to change my life because when I resolved the first question of where God was, it really answered my second question of what I needed to do with this guy. What happens is in Ephesians 4:31-32, it says this:

31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

Ha! Are you kidding me? I’ve got to forgive this guy that did this to me? Surely there is an exception clause with me? No. The way God has forgiven me in my life has been crazy. I mean think about how God has forgiven you, when you have sinned and you keep sinning the same sin over and over again and does He ever bring it back up? No. That’s crazy because if you wrong me once, or you wrong me twice, three times, you will be nowhere near me! Is God that way with us? No! God doesn’t bring it up. He doesn’t talk about it. What I realized was that the way Christ forgave me and forgives me daily, that is what I’m called to do as a believer. When people hurt you and when people wrong you and when people offend you, the thing we should be natural at, our natural response should be forgiveness. But the reason we don’t, I’m going to tell you that part of it is because we don’t settle the first question of where God is, or we blame God and if we blame God, that will spill over to every area of your life.
My kids still needed me. My family still needed me. My city still needed me. We are launching new outreaches. And you know what is so amazing? When I began to look at who still needs me in my life, and they need me not to be bitter and angry and stuck in my past, they need me to be healthy and they need me to be emotionally there. And because what Jesus did on the cross for me, what I’m able to do is receive it from Him and the miracle continues on to Wesley McLemore.  Listen, I got three letters from Wesley McLemore this past week. I write to him in prison. On Mother’s Day, I sent his mom a $100 edible arrangement to his mother from him, not from me. I write to him. I encourage him. He lived across the street from a father who never came across the street or ever acknowledged him.  
So God has done this. And when I look at Joseph, God gave him a dream. If you’ve read that story, you realize that dream really became a nightmare. He ended up being thrown in a pit. He was accused of doing things that he was not guilty of. He ended up being thrown into prison. He was forgotten about. People said they would do him some favors but they didn’t do it. Then, it didn’t end the dream God gave him. It all came down to Joseph. And it comes down to me. And it comes down to you. How do you respond? How do you respond in those circumstances in your life when people wrong you and when people hurt you or when God disappoints you. What is your response going to be?
Here’s what changed my life. It was April of last year, I had to go to sentencing, finally. It took a long time in the courts. Last April, I got to stand in court and the guy plead guilty at the last minute. It was ugly. He finally said fine. And at that point, they called me to give a victim statement and in that moment, I was able to sit there and I could tell the court and the judge and I could look at my attacker in his eyes and I could tell him everything he did, he wronged me. I wanted him to feel the pain. I had the opportunity to put it out there. But I said I am not going to give a victim statement because God is too great and God has done too much in my life and God has called me to be an overcomer. He hasn’t called me to be a victim and God still has a plan and my dream is still alive. I don’t know how it is going to play out but I’m still here today. Though I lost the physical fight, I won the spiritual fight! I sat there in that court and I didn’t give a victim statement, I gave a life statement. I looked at him and I said, ‘This is what God has done in my life. God has made me a better husband. God has made me a better father. God has changed my life. I’m more compassionate to the hurting. God has done so much in my life.’ And I began to brag and I said, ‘If that man ever needs me and wants to experience what hope is, I will do whatever I can to help that man.’  I had one chance to talk to him and I could either spew my venom or I could let him know that God still has a plan for his life too.  

When I look at Joseph’s life, what is amazing is this, Joseph gave his life statement too when he faced his brothers. 

Maybe you are struggling with forgiving someone. Maybe you are struggling and blaming God for something. But when you read the story of Joseph and you see everything that he went through, listen to what Joseph said in Genesis 45 when he sees his brothers, 22 years later.

Joseph said to his brothers, please come near to me. For God sent me before you to preserve life. For these two years, famine has been in the land, there is still five years. God sent me to preserve posterity for you on the earth, to save your lives. It is not you who sent me here but God and He has made me and you shall dwell in the land and you shall be near to me and I will provide for you. And he kissed his brothers and said you intended harm for me but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, for the saving of many lives.

There are people who still need you today! They need you but if you are going to continue to walk with hurt and offenses and blame God and question God, I’m just going to tell you that your family, your children, your marriage, if there have been people who have wronged you,  you’ve got to let it go! You’ve got to forgive and allow God to be able to do the miracle and to fulfill the dream that He birthed in your life. It is not too late.

This last Sunday was a highlight for me, when one of the officers that kept me talking on that porch that night walked into our church an hour before service and he sat at the table and he began asking me and he began to recall everything he went through that night, three and a half years ago. He said, ‘I can’t get it out of my eyes and I can’t understand how you could forgive this guy. Tell me how you did that.’  And I got to sit there and tell him how Jesus Christ forgave me and the only way I could forgive him was because I first received the very thing I am now being asked to give. For him, it starts the same way. It starts with him experiencing the power of forgiveness that starts at the cross and from there, he can forgive people too. Here’s what he said, he didn’t give his heart to the Lord that day, but he said, ‘Can we get together for coffee?’  

Listen, people need you. People still need me. Let’s pray.

Father my prayer today for National Community Church is that Lord, You would begin to break the power of forgiveness over every life. God there are people that need You, that need them. God it all comes down to how they resolve these questions of where You are when we don’t feel You or see You. Can they understand that You are still with them? That You never leave them and never forsakes them? That You are an ever present help in their time of need? God I pray for those that have people that they are offended against or have been wronged or hurt. God let them not walk another day out of this place captive to forgiveness. I pray that You would set them free. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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