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He knew something was wrong. He ran out of breath mowing the lawn after just a few laps. His

arm hurt every once in a while for no apparent reason. He was irritable and just didn’t feel like himself.
So, off to the doctor he went. Turns out he had some blockage in his heart and needed heart surgery.
The next day he met with the heart surgeon. The surgeon walked in, wearing running shoes and sweats.
He hadn’t shaved for a while. His hair was messed up and he was munching on a burrito. The patient
turned to the nurse and said “This guy’s a heart surgeon?” She answered, “Don’t let his looks fool you.
He’s the best heart surgeon in the state. If anyone can help you, he can.” I guess looks can be deceiving.

I wonder if the same was said about John. Wearing camel hair clothing and a leather belt, eating
locusts and wild honey, living out in the wilderness instead of in Jerusalem.  A first look at John and
people might well wonder who this guy is. But don’t let looks fool you. There’s a reason he dresses and
eats this way. There’s a reason he says what he says. Today, let’s look at “JOHN THE BAPTIST:
HEART SURGEON”. He uses God’s scalpel, but then he also uses God’s sutures.

Part One: He uses God’s scalpel

John the Baptist was the last of his kind, a prophet of God. A prophet is someone chosen by God
to carry a message to this world. Ever since the fall into sin, God had sent prophets with His messages.
We remember Moses and Isaiah. The names of the prophets Elijah and Elisha, Daniel, Jeremiah and
Zechariah pop into our heads. But 400 years had passed since the last prophet, Malachi, brought a word
from the Lord. And after John the Baptist, God would speak directly to His people through the words of
the God-man, Jesus Christ.

John was the one chosen by God to do just one thing - prepare the way for Jesus. He was the
fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah that is quoted in our selection today. The way John dressed and the
diet that he had made it very clear he was a prophet. He wore clothing made of camel’s hair - an itchy,
uncomfortable fabric. He ate insects and honey - not a particularly appetizing lunch. One look at John
reminded his listeners that he was a prophet. And his mission?  He was selected and sent by God to
prepare the people for the Messiah.

More important than his clothes and diet was his message. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven
is near.” He used God’s scalpel, the Law of God, to perform spiritual heart surgery on his listeners. And
they needed it! When it came to their faith, some of his listeners were apathetic, listless, uninterested
in the coming Messiah. Some were ignorant of what sin was causing in their lives and didn’t know what
was wrong with their relationship with God. Some knew something was wrong in their lives, but they just
couldn’t put a finger on it. 

God, through John, diagnosed and treated their condition. They had a spiritual blockage of the
heart. They needed heart surgery to cut out that blockage. So, John, the heart surgeon, used the scalpel
of the Law to operate. Cutting to the heart of the matter, John says “Repent of your sins.”

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Sure, but none of us like surgery, including spiritual surgery. We try
and avoid spiritual surgery by telling ourselves “I’m not that bad.” We try and delay repentance by
thinking “I’ll just try harder.” Or, we’ll just ignore God’s call to repentance and foolishly say “What’s the
worst that could happen?”

So many of us don’t want to admit we’re spiritually sick. So many of us are suffering from a
spiritual blockage of the heart. It’s clogging up our relationship with God. It’s keeping us from having that
peace that passes all understanding. What’s clogging up our hearts? Maybe it’s the grudge we’re holding
against our neighbor for some offhand comment he made years ago. Maybe it’s our resentment against
our co-worker who got the promotion we felt we deserved. Maybe it’s our apathy towards working at our
marriage, our laziness in growing our faith, our selfishness when it comes to money, our lack of love for
God’s Word. Maybe it’s our taking God for granted, or our sinful stubbornness in confessing our sins. 

We need spiritual surgery. We need to repent of our sins. Now, repentance is not just saying “I’m
sorry for what I’ve done.” Repentance means changing our minds about our sins. Repentance means
not only being sorry for what we have done, but also being sorry for breaking God’s will. Repentance



means we hate sin. We don’t want to do it any longer. We want to do everything we can to avoid doing
it again. And you know what? We can’t make ourselves repent. God has to do it for us. He needs to
come into our hearts with the scalpel of His Law and move us to repent of our sins. The Holy Spirit is our
heart surgeon, ready to operate with the scalpel of the Law. Don’t swat His hand away. Don’t ignore what
He has to say in God’s Word. Repent! Repent so that He can stitch you up with the sutures of the
Gospel.

Part Two: He uses God’s sutures

When a surgeon performs heart surgery, he or she grafts in a new artery. The blocked artery is
cut out and a new piece is stitched in place. Typically, that new piece comes from a vein in the leg. It’s
a life saving procedure, allowing the heart to function again the way God designed it. But the doctor’s
care doesn’t end after surgery. There’s the follow up visits, close attention to diet and exercise, and
constant monitoring of the blood and medication. The surgeon wants the surgery to be a success for
years after. 

John the Baptist: Heart Surgeon, was doing the same thing spiritually. Sure, he used God’s
scalpel of the Law to cut out sin’s blockage by repentance. But he didn’t stop there. He talked about the
kingdom of God. He talked about the Messiah that had come. He pointed to Jesus, the Lamb of God that
takes away the sin of the world.  He was doing what Isaiah had said he would. "Make his paths
straight. Every valley will be filled, and every mountain and hill will be made low. The crooked will
become straight, and the rough ways smooth. And everyone will see the salvation of God." You
could say that he did this by suturing the Gospel into the hearts of his listeners. Or rather, that God
sutured in His Gospel through John, right?

When the Holy Spirit comes to us through God’s Word, He does the same thing. He replaces our
reliance on ourselves with a reliance on Jesus. He replaces our apathy with enthusiasm. He replaces
our resentment with thanksgiving. He replaces our selfishness with contentment. He replaces our worry
with trust. He replaces our fear with joy.  This is not a one time surgery. No, God continually follows up
on our spiritual recovery through the Word and Sacrament.

Someone once commented that the church was not a country club, but a hospital. We come to
church, not to have a good time and party, but to be healed. We come, not to show off our successes,
but to have God give us a spiritual check-up. We come, not so that God can praise us on how well we
are doing, but so that He can remind us of what Christ did. Remember, we’ve all had God’s surgery. He’s
used His scalpel of the Law on us and sutured in His Gospel. 

Now, how are we doing in our recovery from spiritual surgery? Healed by the Gospel, we can
prepare to celebrate Christmas with peace in our hearts. We know this season is not about tinsel and
toys. It’s about God coming to earth in the form of a baby. We know this season is not just about a cute
baby who came to live, but a Savior who came to die in our place. We know this season is not about an
expensive gift under the tree, but about the priceless gift of eternity with the Lord in heaven.

We know this season is not a race, but a time of spiritual recovery. That’s hard to do when this
world treats Christmas like the Indianapolis 500. Black Friday comes the day after Thanksgiving, and the
world says “Start your engines.” And off we go. Scrambling to find the right gifts. Hurrying to put up the
tree, the lights and all the decorations inside. Making food to take to the office party. Getting plane tickets
to visit the relatives. Arranging family visits and gift exchanges. Everyone’s racing to the checkered flag
that is December 26th. 

Stop! Remember that you’re recovering from surgery. Take it easy and remember what has
happened in your life. Through the Word the Holy Spirit has performed surgery on your heart. He used
the scalpel of the Law to cut out the blockage of sin and called you to repent. He then sutured in the
Gospel, the news of your forgiveness, to give you a new life. Don’t race. Savor this season.

AMEN


