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To the extent possible, effort has been made to preserve the quality of the spoken word in this written adaptation.

 The clock read 2:05 A.M.  Anita STILL could not sleep. She had been tossing and turning 

since 11:00 PM when she put down her book and turned out the light. Tossing and turning had 

become a way of life for Anita throughout Tony’s long illness, and it continued after his death 

two weeks ago. Anita was worried about the many decisions she had to make. Should her family 

have a Zoom Memorial Service for Tony during COVID? Or should they wait until people could 

attend in person?  She is worried about getting the time to write thank you notes to people who 

had been so kind and brought meals during Tony’s illness. But Anita is so exhausted that she is 

worried that she does not have the strength to start! But the worry that hits Anita in the core of 

her being is, “Who AM I without Tony? How can I go on after the love of my life dies — after 

we have been married for 55 years?  Every widow or widower hearing this message knows what 

that kind of worry feels like! 

Have YOU ever been awake worrying at 2:05 A.M? 

Unless I miss my guess, there is someone worshipping with us today who is worried about a 

diagnosis . . .or test results for which you, or a family member, are waiting. 

Unless I miss my guess, there is a high school senior who is worrying about getting accepted to 

college. 

Unless I miss my guess, there is someone here today who is having a shakeup at their office and 

they must let some staff people go. If you have ever had to do this, you know that it is one of 

the most challenging things you will ever have to do. 
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Unless I miss my guess, there is someone here who is worried about closing a deal that could 

make their year in 2021 but they worry that the deal may not come through.

Unless I miss my guess, there is someone who is hoping to move up on the list to get the vaccine 

but so far have not found a way to move up, and you are worried!

Suzanne and I are worried about our son Ryan, our daughter-in-law, Holly, and two of our seven 

grandchildren who live in Houston, Texas.  During this storm, with freezing rain and snow, 

they have lost power and they must boil their drinking water, and worst of all they are battling 

COVID. The emergency room at the hospital has a nine-hour wait for those who need to see a 

doctor, so our son is waiting to go to a doctor! We are worried about our family! 

What are you worrying about?

 

Make no mistake about it, worry impacts our health. The American Medical Association says 

that worry releases “stress hormones” that contribute significantly to heart attacks, strokes, 

cancer, and other illnesses! Is there anybody here this morning who is a worrier? I have a good 

friend on the East Coast who is a worrier! He worries about what he said in a meeting . . . and 

what he did not say! And he worries a lot about what other people think of him. I have been 

telling him what Henrietta Mears, the former CE Director at Hollywood Presbyterian Church, 

said regarding worrying about what other people think, “We wouldn’t worry nearly so much 

about what other people think of us if we realized how infrequently they do!” My friend realizes 

that he has to let go of worry, so he said to me the other day, “Tom, you are going to be proud 

of me. I am giving up worry for Lent!”

 

How does one give up worry for Lent? How do we LET GO of worry?

 

In this text for today, Jesus gives us the antidote for worry: Strive first for the Kingdom of God 

and a right relationship with God, and everything else will assume its proper place in life. Said 

another way: the antidote to worry . . . is WORRY.  Now that is not a clever play on words. Jesus 

means it!  Let me explain. The Greek word for worry or anxiety is “Merimnen” which means 
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to choke or to strangle. “Merimnen” is the kind of neurotic worry that chokes the life out of us 

and makes it impossible to sleep or concentrate.  Jesus is warning us about the kind of worry 

that threatens to choke or to strangle the life out of us! 

Now, let me be clear! When Jesus says, “Don’t worry about tomorrow,” he is not saying, 

“Don’t plan ahead!” He is not urging us to let things go to the last minute. He is not advocating 

procrastination. Jesus is warning us against the kind of worry that robs us of life! It is the worry 

about what will happen tomorrow over which we have no control! But if you seek first the 

Kingdom of God and a right relationship with God, then you will discover what God wants us 

to do today SO THAT we will be ready for tomorrow! 

Jesus IS SAYING that if we FOCUS on God’s will for us and His greater purposes for our 

lives . . . or if we seek first God’s Kingdom and a right relationship with God, that the smaller 

inconsequential things of life will all fit into the larger scheme of God’s plan for us. In other 

words, the antidote to neurotic worry about inconsequential things is to focus on God’s will and 

greater purpose for your life. It is getting involved in something bigger than our petty worries. 

It is asking a BIGGER QUESTION of what God wants us to do today to make life better for the 

people around us!

A delightful story of Henrietta Mears beautifully illustrates this principle. Without question, 

Henrietta Mears was one of the most influential Christians of the 20th century. Many people 

listening to this message have either been influenced directly by Miss Mears or have been 

influenced by someone who has been influenced by Miss Mears. As the CE Director at First 

Prebysterian Church of Hollywood, California for over 35 years, Miss Mears was lovingly called 

“Teacher” by the children, teenagers, and adults in her Sunday School. At one time she had 6,500 

students in her Sunday School; it was the largest Sunday School in the United States! 

 

But in her early life, growing up in Minnesota, Henrietta was a worry wart. She wanted to be in 

control so badly and was so worried when things did not turn out the way she wanted that she 

almost made herself sick. But she had an experience at the age of 12 that changed her life. She 

came home from a birthday party and was completely distraught. Her mother asked her what 
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was wrong, and Henrietta replied, “Everything! The party was awful. The games we played were 

juvenile; the food was not tasty; the cake was awful — too much flour and not enough sugar! The 

party favors were simplistic, and the guest list did not include the right people! It was AWFUL!” 

Whew! You talk about a worry wart!  And then her mother asked her a question that changed 

her life, “And what did YOU DO to make the party better Henrietta?” 

That question brought Henrietta up short! She was speechless. From that day on, every class she 

took in junior high, high school or college, and every job she had as a chemistry teacher, or as a 

school principal, or as a CE Director in Los Angeles, she asked these questions in every situation, 

“What can I do to make the situation better...or the class better...the curriculum better...and the 

college group better...and the spirit in the class better...and the worship service better...and the 

camping experience better. These questions led her to have a Sunday School where she put “the 

school” back in Sunday school so kids enjoyed learning the scriptures. Henrietta’s commitment 

to making the Sunday school better and better is why she had 6.500 people from cradle to grave 

AND it helped her to lead thousands to follow Jesus Christ. Henrietta led 400 young people 

of enter full Christian service as pastors, evangelists, and missionaries! She was committed to 

making everything and everyone better! 

So, Henrietta Meers changed her worry about inconsequential things like the party favors and 

the food to: What I can do to change the mood of the Party? What can I do to represent Christ 

at the Party? What can I do to lift the spirits of everyone in the neighborhood? Henrietta Mears 

did not think small. She thought BIG! 

She publised the curriculum that she used for her incredible Sunday school at Hollywood 

Presbyterian so that Sunday schools all over America could be better! It is the Gospel Light 

curriculum, and it covered every age from two years old to college students and for adults too. 

This curriculum impacted people all over America and the world! 

Knowing Miss Mears had a gift of working with high school kids, a young man came to see her. 

She said to him, “Don’t just start one successful high school program. Think of how you can 

make high school ministry in America better. And he did. His name was Jim Rayburn and he 
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founded Young Life in America! Think of the thousands of high school kids who came to know 

Jesus Christ through Young Life! 

A young man came to see her seeking advice about working with college students. Ms. Mears 

urged him to pray about and figure out how to make campus ministry to college students a 

national ministry across America. And that young man did. His name was Bill Bright and he 

founded Campus Crusade for Christ. 

 

She encouraged a young evangelist who she invited to Forest Home in 1948 (when no one had 

heard of him) to think about being an evangelist to the nation and to the world. Miss Mears 

urged this man to think bigger. His name was Billy Graham. And he said that no one, other than 

his mother and his wife, had a greater an impact on him than Henrietta Mears. She urged Billy 

Graham, Bill Bright, and Jim Rayburn not to worry about pettiness but to take what gifts they 

had and to think BIGGER to make the world BETTER!

 

The antidote to worry is . . .worry about something BIGGER and BETTER that is in tune with 

the greater purpose of God! Seek ye FIRST the Kingdom of God and a right relationship with 

God is the key to overcoming worry! 

Do you see how the antidote for inconsequential worry about party favors gives way to a bigger 

purpose? Ask, How can I use my gifts to make “ the party” better? I see this principle in AA, an 

organization for which I have the greatest respect! The principle in the BIG BOOK of 12 Steps 

and 12 Traditions is that the best way to stay sober yourself, one day at a time, is to help someone 

else stay sober. Sponsors are devoted to the people they sponsor, because it keeps them alive too! 

There is a wonderful passage in II Corinthians 1:3-5 that speaks to this same principle: “God 

helps us in our troubles SO THAT we can help others in their troubles with the same help that 

we have received from God.”  In other words, God helps us through the sufferings of our own 

life with cancer, or a divorce, or a heart attack or losing a job SO THAT we might help other 

people from our own unique perspective of suffering.
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As a pastor in New York City in the weeks before and after 9/11, I had an experience that 

brought this same “spiritual principle” home to me. Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church began 

offering more Worship Services and Bible Studies, because we outgrew our sanctuary as people 

worshipped in record numbers — they were hungry for God. Several of our elders came to me 

and said, “This must be so hard for you, having all of these people interested in Worship Services 

and Bible Studies.” My reply was, “Although this is a tragic time in our city and our nation, it 

has been the most fulfilling time of my whole life! I went to seminary to help people get closer 

to God and study the Bible and worship and sing the great hymns and songs of the faith. This 

is what I want to do with my life! And, in the last month, people’s priorities and their focus 

have changed!  No one has asked me, “Do you know that there were two misspelled words in 

the bulletin this morning?” No one complained that the Choir Director has not asked them to 

sing a solo. No one complained that they were not asked to be an elder this year! Everyone was 

caught up in something so much bigger in ministry to our city that we did not have time for 

petty worries and concerns. 

 

The antidote to worry, that can choke the life out of us, is to seek a relationship with God FIRST. 

Then, we will discover God’s will for us and we begin to FOCUS on what we can do to “make 

life better for others!” Our focus shifts from our agenda to God’s BIGGER AGENDA! 

Joseph Scriven learned to let go of worry. And Joe had every reason to worry. He lived in Ireland 

in the 19th Century. When he was 23, he was engaged to be married but the DAY BEFORE 

the wedding, his fiancé drowned in a lake! Imagine the grief and shock he experienced.  Joseph 

realized that, out of his own grief and sadness, he had an opportunity to minister to many people.  

So Joseph became a pastor. He took the learning from his tragic circumstances and used it to 

help others in their grief. 

Then, when he was 39, Joseph was engaged to another woman and she contracted pneumonia. 

Before the wedding could take place, she died!  And when his mother was dying, she asked him 

to write something to give her comfort. Joseph wrote her a poem that was set to music and 

became one of the most beloved hymns of all time. When you hear these words, you will hear 

how to overcome our worries of life. Listen...  



February 21, 2021 The Antidote to Worry  Rev. Dr. Tom Tewell

8

“What a Friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and griefs to bear. What a privilege to carry everything 

to God in prayer. O what peace we often forfeit; O what needless pain we bear. All because we do not 

carry... everything to God in Prayer.” 

We worry because we are bearing the burdens of life alone without God! If we let God into 

our lives, we get in tune with God’s greater purposes for us and we start to live for something 

bigger than ourselves! 

I want to close by giving you a Lenten challenge. I urge you to join me in praying each day 

for the next 40 days, between now and Easter, with open hands. I used to pray with my fists 

clinched. But I realized that I was hanging on so tightly to MY agenda that I was not open to 

God’s agenda! One day as I prayed with fists clinched, I thought I heard God say to me, “Tewell, 

I can’t give you what I want to give you because you are not open to it! But as soon as I opened 

my hands, I realized that God could take things out of my hands and could put some new things 

into my hands.  God could take out worry and put in trust. God could take out resentment and 

put in love. God could take out the petty things I worry about and put in creative ways to make 

the party better, the neighborhood better, the family atmosphere better.

That is what Jesus means by Seeking FIRST the Kingdom of God and a right relationship with 

him, and all these other things will fall into their proper place in your life. It is a practical way 

to remind me to LET GO and LET GOD!!!  I invite you to join me in this prayer posture during 

Lent. And one of the best things I like about it is that it does not call great attention to ourselves 

when we do it.  It is between us and God! 

If you join me in this Lenten Challenge, you will not only let go of worry, but you will 

discover what it is like to follow Jesus. And you might even discover that, instead of tossing 

and turning at 2:05 A.M., you will be asleep! May it be so. A-men! 

 


