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Messiah Lutheran’s Morning School Of The Bible 
“My Story” (Part 1 of 4)                                                                                                                              

(We Are Surrounded By A Great Cloud Of Witnesses)                                                          
Hebrews 12: 1-3 & 1 Peter 3:14-16                                                          

by Pastor David Nygard 
 

  Hebrews 12: 1-3 (NIV) “Therefore, since we are surrounded by 
such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that 
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with 
perseverance the race marked out for us, 2 fixing our eyes on 
Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he 
endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of 
the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from 
sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. 
 

1 Peter 3:14-16 (NIV)  Peter wrote, “15 But in your hearts revere 
Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone 
who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do 
this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that 
those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be 
ashamed of their slander.” 
 

 Our sermon is called “My Story”. It’s about something that I find 

very interesting: ME! The story interests me because I don’t know exactly 

how it’s going to end. It’s had some twists and turns. I’m glad to say that 

Jesus has been part of my life; the best part. There’s nothing special 

about me. I’m just an average guy. But God has given me a reason to 

get up in the morning. Every Sunday in February, you will hear the stories 

of your pastors and some of our church members.  As we dedicate our 

Family Life Center and celebrate the new possibilities for ministry, it’s time 

to realize that God has given each of us a story to share. 

 We read in Hebrews, “Since we are surrounded by such a great 

cloud of witnesses, let us …run the race” set before us “fixing our eyes 

on Jesus”. God once led the Israelites through the wilderness by a great 

cloud during the day and a pillar of fire by night.  They followed the cloud 

wherever God led them. We discover in Hebrews that today God leads us 

through “a great cloud of witnesses.” He leads us through people who 

share their story. Through them we fix our eyes on Jesus. 
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 The events of your life, the things you’ve learned, the way that 

God has spoken to your heart – is your story. Your story needs to be 

told. God wants to change our world for the better; one story at a time.  

 Paul writes, “Always be prepared to give an answer - to everyone 

who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” Our hope 

is our confidence in Jesus. Our hope is the reason we believe in him. If 

someone asked, “Why do you pray?”, “Why do you go to church?” or 

“How do you know that Jesus is real?”, could you answer that 

person?   

You probably will never preach a sermon. But there will come a day 

over lunch, at work, at home, when someone asks you the reason for your 

hope. It will happen because people are looking for something that works. 

Faith works. Jesus works. Your answer might be five sentences or five 

minutes long – but what matters is that it is your story. “Always be 

prepared to give an answer…”   

 My name is Dave Nygard and I grew up in St. Paul Minney-sota. My 

parents were Maurice and Dorothy Nygard. I have two younger brothers 

Joe and Jim. I remember my childhood being the “Leave It To Beaver” TV 

show – maybe you’ve seen it.  Dad worked and provided for us. Mom 

stayed home and took care of us. Within ten miles of our house were six 

lakes – so we swam and fished, went camping and had adventures. 

 I was the oldest son which meant that I always felt like I was the 

protector; the peacemaker, the caregiver. I grew up being a people pleaser 

which is a hard way to live – because you can’t please everyone. You can’t 

always make everything right. I learned that as a pastor too. 

 I didn’t use drugs. I didn’t sleep around. But I still messed up. I made 

bad choices. I got fired from two jobs. School work wasn’t my first priority. I 

was a smart-aleck (hard to believe, maybe not). Addiction affected my 

family. I have family members who won’t talk with me – because of choices 

they made. 

 I can’t think of a time when I didn’t believe in Jesus. Even as a child I 

knew that he died for me and that he loved me. But there were many times 

when I doubted that God knew what he was doing in my life; like when a 

girlfriend broke up with me or I got into trouble. 
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 The real reason that I have faith was that our whole family sat 

together in church every Sunday. Mom and Dad didn’t just drop us off at 

the door.  They took classes and volunteered their time. They prayed with 

their sons before bed. We prayed when we ate in a restaurant. Mom and 

Dad weren’t perfect. Dad had a short temper. Mom loved us too much 

sometimes. Kids don’t grow up until they start picking up their own pieces 

and mistakes.  

 I didn’t start living my faith until I got into Confirmation. We had 

a wonderful youth director; Fred Bromhal. Fred had a sense of humor. He 

was a good listener. He made going to church fun. He got us to try things 

we never would do otherwise. 

 One summer our youth group went to Gillette State Hospital for 

children every Sunday after church. Our teenagers played games with 

children and teens in the hospital. I remember playing checkers with a boy 

my age. He didn’t have any arms or legs. He moved the checkers with a 

stick in his mouth. His disability frightened me – until I realized that he was 

a boy just like me. He wanted a friend. He wanted to feel normal and to feel 

loved. I never forgot that. One day we played checkers so carefully that we 

moved every piece without taking a checker from the other guy. It was a 

stalemate (and we laughed). 

 I was not overly spiritual. I sat behind the tall girls in 

Confirmation, so the pastor wouldn’t call on me. Here’s God’s sense of 

humor. He made me teach Confirmation thirty years. One day Mom and 

Dad sat down with us and said, “We’ve rededicated our life to Jesus. We’ve 

asked him to live in our hearts and let us serve him. We hope that one day 

you boys will tell us that you believe in Jesus and want to serve him.”  

 They didn’t have to tell us. I saw the difference. Dad started 

volunteering and was more active in church. Mom visited people who were 

sick or shut-ins. They seemed happier. I wanted what they had, so I asked 

Jesus to forgive me and live in my heart.  

 Then they took two of my  friends and I to a fellowship group. The 

focus was on letting the Holy Spirit take over in our lives. We all have the 

Holy Spirit as believers. But doe he have us? Too often we keep him, and 

his power locked in a little box for emergencies. After we prayed for the 

Holy Spirit, I got this incredible hunger to know God’s Word. I couldn’t read 
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it enough. Of us three guys that prayed that night, one became a 

missionary to Haiti, one has been a missionary in Indonesia forty years and 

I have served Jesus in the jungles of Joliet thirty-one years. 

 For his employment Dad bought highway equipment for the State of 

Minnesota. One day a lady from church asked Dad to visit her son in 

prison. That scared Dad to death. The only way to visit in prison was for 

Dad to join a small Baptist Bible study. Dad went there trembling. When the 

Baptists gave it up, Dad took it over.  

 For twenty years Dad visited the prison twice a week. One night he 

had a Bible study. Another night he helped the convicts write letters home 

or apply for jobs. He started a halfway house for convicts to stay after being 

paroled. We actually had three ex-convicts live in our house for months. 

Now they drove me crazy, But Mom and Dad loved them.  

The prison would have lockdowns when they discovered weapons. 

The only outsider they ever let in was Dad; trembling all the way. Dad died 

thirty-four years ago. Men he trained to visit the prison are still visiting there 

today. Praise the Lord. 

 Mom and Dad sat us down another time. He had been fired from his 

job. His company hired him to start a new subdivision. After a year of hard 

work, it was up and going. But he went into the hospital. While there, two 

co-workers told lies about him and got him fired. My parents said, “We’re 

going to pray together until God leads us to something better.” 

 I thought “What? You’re just going to pray! You’re not going to get 

even?” I didn’t understand their reaction. I didn’t understand prayer. But 

they kept praying “Lead us to something better.” 

 It took a while, but Dad found a great job for the State. A year later 

the two men who lied about him, got caught in their lies and were fired. His 

employer apologized and asked Dad to come back, But Dad said “No 

thanks. God brought us to something better.” I remembered that, when 

years later I lost a job. 

 Our family then or now, was never perfect. Our family has gone 

through every drama or problem felt by other families. The first two 

years of our marriage, my dad died suddenly, Karen’s mom got cancer. We 

had our first child – which was a blessing. Then we had a miscarriage that 
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broke our hearts. I worked eighty hours a week for one year when the 

pastor I worked with, had a heart attack. Then I lost my job and had to 

move without any money, home or new job. But I have to say that those 

two years were the closest that Karen and I have ever felt with each other.  

We prayed together. Prayer makes a difference. If you asked me 

why I pray today, I pray because sometimes I feel like I have nowhere 

else to turn. Maybe you know that feeling; to have nowhere to turn. I pray 

because then the weight of the world is no longer on my shoulders, 

because I’ve given my problems to Jesus. 

Dad was a few days from retirement when he had a heart attack that 

took his life. No one saw it coming. I remember being with Mom and my 

brothers at Dad’s bedside. We were there when he died. All of us burst into 

tears. Our hearts were breaking. Then my brother Joe said, “We know 

where Dad is.” We stopped crying immediately. 

We knew where Dad was, because he once told us, “If anything 

happens to me, and I die, don’t be sad or afraid, because I will be with 

Jesus. I’ll be with him, not because I am a good person, but because Jesus 

died for me and I believe in him.” 

When Joe said, “We know where Dad is…”, it gave us wonderful 

peace. The best gift that a parent, family member or friend can give, is to 

tell a loved one, “If something happens to me, you know where I am. I am 

with Jesus because he died for me.” A good parent teaches his children 

how to live and how to die. We can give that same hope to others by 

sharing our stories.  

Your story is different than mine. You might have more drama or less. 

Maybe you didn’t come to Jesus until later in life. There are many paths 

that lead people to Jesus, but there is only one path that leads us to 

God. Jesus is our one way to God. If you don’t know Jesus as your 

savior, it’s time to take him seriously. If you are a Christian, “Always be 

prepared to give an answer…”  Someone needs to hear your story. 

Amen. 

   

  


