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The Blessing of My Cancer 
by Nick Yphantides, MD 

 
There are times in life when one’s heart cannot be adequately expressed with mere 
words.  I confess that this, the ten-year anniversary of almost losing my life, is one of 
those times.  

 
It was ten years ago that I had to face my mortality head on: in the midst of a hectic and 
distracted life, I was diagnosed with cancer. Ten years ago, my very existence was turned 
around in a completely new direction. Ten years ago, I began a new journey as a Health 
Steward.  

 
As I now look back on that dramatic time in my life, I realize that cancer was a blessing 
that actually saved my life.  Please allow me to explain. 

 
A Life Of Hypocrisy 

You see, I was living a life of profound hypocrisy in both my personal health and my 
public medical career. There was a major disconnect between my words and my actions.  

Over time, my weight had gradually crept upwards in such a way that I did not notice the 
magnitude of the problem. I knew I was large, but since the scale at home peaked out at 
350 pounds, I assumed I weighed approximately that much. The only way I could 
actually weigh myself was to place two scales side by side, put one foot on each, hold my 
breath, and add the two numbers together.  

I was so shocked at the result of my calculations that I had to get on and off the scales 
several times to be sure it was accurate - 467 pounds!  
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An Out-Sized Problem 

A size-60 waist with a very limited wardrobe. A physician serving a local indigent 
population full time and a popular political leader, who was forced to dress very 
informally. Unable to fit into an airplane seat. Driving an oversized car out of necessity. 
Always hoping for the aisle seat at a ball game, movie, or play. Dreading the idea of 
going to a new or unfamiliar restaurant, afraid I may not fit into the booth or into a chair 
with side arms.  

Being judged and assumed to be a slob or a lazy couch potato. Often ignored as 
unattractive and undesirable. Unable to go to the beach, wear shorts, or be comfortable in 
many other social situations. Barely able to make it up one flight of steps without getting 
winded. Having to overcompensate with humor, self put downs, and publicly cracking 
jokes about myself.  

Such were my feelings and thoughts, and the realities of my life as a 467 pound, quarter-
ton man. They called me "Dr. Nick: the big man with the huge heart." 

“Rational-Lies” 

You cannot have a clear perspective about yourself when facing a dilemma of that 
magnitude. We all experience it: Justify that habit you cannot break; don't take 
responsibility for your unhealthy or even destructive actions directed at yourself and 
others.  

You just keep making excuses for yourself and rationalizing (“rational lies”) the error of 
your ways. You find yourself perpetually struggling, unable to break out of the vicious 
cycle. While deep down in your heart, there is a gnawing feeling that you need to change. 
I clearly had fallen victim to this pattern of thinking. I had lost awareness of how out-of- 
hand things had become.   

A Catalyst For Change 

Then in an instant, harsh reality was thrown into my face like an ice cold bucket of water.  

Only 31 years of age and still single, an unexpected bout with testicular cancer finally 
awakened me to the reality of my situation, and forced me to deal with the consequences 
of my daily decisions.  

Although the cancer diagnosis was unrelated to my obesity problem, for the first time in 
my life I was forced to face my own mortality head-on. As a result, I suddenly saw my 
physical health was a God-given gift over which I had an obligation to demonstrate good 
stewardship.  
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Although I eventually recovered from cancer, it finally dawned on me how ironic it was 
that I was still slowly killing myself with an avalanche of calories and lack of exercise.  
The conviction of Health Stewardship pierced my heart like a sharp knife in a juicy thick 
steak.  

Although the cancer was not something that I had direct control over, my weight problem 
and its association with a higher risk of heart disease, diabetes, arthritis, and high blood 
pressure were things that I could actually change. My cancer diagnosis became the 
catalyst for a new way of life. It is harder to take something for granted after you almost 
lose it. Whereas, in the past life and my health were issues that I neglected if not abused, 
all of a sudden I had a burning passion to cherish and care for this gift called health. It 
took cancer to penetrate my thick skull and my callous heart. 

A Blessing In Disguise  

And yes, you can call me Dr. BBB (blessed beyond belief) in that through surgery and 
radiation therapy my cancer was cured. Instead of taking my life, cancer saved it! 
Through almost losing my health I rediscovered it.  

My priorities came back into clear focus. What really mattered became very obvious. My 
life-long habit of using food to replace the role that God longs to have in my life brought 
a sense of deep conviction. How drastically I needed to change my life. And change I 
did! 

A Radical Sabbatical  

It took a while for me to recover - both physically and emotionally, from the adventure 
and challenges of my battles with cancer and obesity.  

It was early 2001 when I finally stepped off the scales, took hold of God's hand and asked 
Him to lead the way.  

After much prayer and deep soul-searching, lots of planning, tons of advice, and an 
extensive network of accountability, I decided to take an unconventional approach to 
address my personal health – I would combine doing something good for my health with 
something I totally enjoyed.  

This was to become a radical sabbatical - the ultimate pilgrimage, and the fulfillment of a 
lifelong fantasy!  

I gave a one-year notice to the network of community clinics I had served as medical 
director. I chose not to run for re-election for a local political office that I held.  I 
methodically unwound myself from every board, commission, and community 
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organization of which I was part. I took out a mortgage on my house to pay for it all, and 
took a leap of faith of unprecedented proportions. 

America, Let’s Play Ball!  

I love this amazing country, and I love baseball! I had always wanted to see every Major 
League ballpark in America. So, on April 1, 2001, I drove away in an old RV to pursue 
that dream - and better health.  

Over the course of one year, I drove 38,000 miles, visiting every state in America and 
every Major League ballpark, attending a total of 110 Major League games!  

But this time around, I didn't feast on the usual junk food that I would have ordinarily 
indulged in while at the ballpark. Instead, I committed myself to an aggressive and 
medically supervised meal replacement program of about 600 calories a day.  

Through strict caloric restriction and disciplined daily exercise, I eventually lost a total of 
270 pounds!  Without undergoing gastric bypass surgery or taking any medications, I 
went from 467 pounds on April Fool’s Day 2001 to a low of 197 pounds by April of 
2002! I had lost the ideal body weights of two adult 5'4'' women while burning up nearly 
a million calories of excessive stored energy in fat tissue.   

Becoming A Health Steward 

I was glad that I had taken a “radical sabbatical” and embarked on this major journey of 
personal transformation. This precious God-given gift called health was something that I 
could not longer neglect, abuse or even take for granted.  I became a Health Steward.  

As a 467-pound physician I was emotionally numb as daily I gave medical advice to 
others, while constantly having to qualify myself with the unspoken words of “Do as I 
say, not as I do.” On occasion, many of my old patients and some of my friends still 
claim to miss the big, old jolly Dr. Nick. A few have jokingly accused me of being an 
impostor.  

The truth is, the impostor is now gone. My life is no longer a lie. I am finally able to say 
to others "Do as I say and as I have done. I did it and so can you.” What glorious 
liberation it is for me to be in this blessed position.  

Today, exercise and healthy eating are a major focus of my life. I am enjoying the time 
that I am setting aside to give proper attention to my personal fitness. And I am excited to 
see the slow but steady improvement in my body shape and the leaner composition.  
 
It’s been said that “nothing tastes as good as healthy feels.” Whatever pleasure I might 
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have given up from overeating has been replaced many times over by the wonderful 
blessings and new opportunities that I have been granted as a result of my personal 
transformation.   

From The Inside Out 

For me, true transformation could only begin with having the right perspective. As a 
Health Steward, I know that God created my body, and He cares how I treat it. I came to 
discover that my obesity was not just a physical problem; it was really a spiritual problem 
with physical symptoms.  

Jesus gave a brilliant warning to some of the Pharisees (the religious leaders of the day) 
that I discovered and could really relate to, “ Blind Pharisees!  First clean the inside of 
the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean.” (from the Gospel According 
to Matthew 23:26)  

Jesus was upset that the Pharisees were focusing only on outside appearances. In this 
context He was of course talking not about obesity, but about morality. However, His 
teaching can also be applied to obesity and our physical health, and to other matters in 
our daily lives. Jesus warned them to “first clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then 
the outside also will be clean.”  

Please take note of what Jesus didn’t say: He didn’t say, take care of the outside then the 
inside will be taken care of. He also didn’t say, take care of the inside before you take 
care of the outside. What He did say was, if you take care of the inside the outside also 
will be taken care of. In other words, if you fix the problem on the inside the external 
problem will be fixed as well. If you focus on your spirit, it will affect your body.  

Obesity for me was just a “red warning light” that something on the inside - the engine, 
was wrong. You don’t fix the problem by working on the warning light; you fix it by 
working on the engine. The main reason why all weight reduction diets ultimately fail is 
because they focus on the outside (the effect) but not on the inside (the cause). This is so 
true in many other areas of life as well.  

My permanent weight loss journey really began by changing the way I see. I changed my 
looks by changing my outlook. I now share with whoever is willing to listen that you 
have to “change the way you see before you can change the way you look.” 

My Big Fat Greek Diet   

I eventually wrote a book entitled “ My Big Fat Greek Diet” (published by Thomas 
Nelson, 2004) that chronicles my journey back to health. It has given me an opportunity 
to share some of the key lessons that God taught me in the process. As a result, doors 
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have opened for me to share my experience across the country and around the world with 
a message of hope and inspiration.  

As a physician, I am convinced that most of us don’t need to be told what to do. We 
already know what we should do. What we need is the meaningful support, 
encouragement and inspiration to just do it. For me that inspiration came after recovering 
from cancer. God had turned a very challenging health crisis into a most glorious 
adventure!  

In sharing my own journey it is not my desire for folks to see an amazing guy who has 
accomplished an amazing feat. The motivation of my heart and goal of my life is that 
people will see the amazing things that God can do in the mind, the heart and even the 
body of one who is completely dependent on Him.  

Health Stewardship is my motivation, and a healthy spirit and body is the rewarding 
outcome. For me it took cancer to bring reality and clarity into my former life of 
confusion and hypocrisy. How thankful I am for that amazing blessing I experienced ten 
years ago. 

Copyright Dr. Nick Yphantides. Used with permission. Dr Nick lives in San Diego, California 
where he is a family and preventive medicine specialist. You can read more about Dr. Nick and 
contact him through his website at www.healthsteward.com  
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