
1 
 

May 12, 2019 

Psalm 23 

Acts 9:36-43   Ordinary, Extraordinary Disciples 

 

Tabitha was a disciple. She was devoted to good works and acts of 

charity. She was the kind of person who was always doing good, always 

serving her community, always offering her time and her energy to 

others. Tabitha was a disciple. But Tabitha got sick. And she died. And 

her community was lost and heartbroken.  

See, Tabitha was a disciple. She was a follower of Jesus. She had 

dedicated her life to studying and practicing what he taught. And that’s 

what the word ‘disciple’ means in Greek. It means one who is a student, 

one who learns from a teacher. But the word ‘disciple’ means a bit more 

than that in the Bible. The word disciple is used for those closest to 

Jesus. As in James and John and Peter. As in the twelve disciples. No 

one else is referred to by that word. Except Tabitha. Tabitha was a 

mathetria, the feminine form of the word for disciple, mathetays. She 

was someone special indeed. 

Tabitha was a disciple following and serving Jesus in the town of Joppa. 

Her life was focused on doing as Jesus commanded. She spoke the good 
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news to those who needed good news. She gave alms to those who 

needed alms. She offered grace to those who needed grace. Especially 

the widows. She looked out for them and took care of them. She mended 

their clothing and give them new tunics when their old ones were too 

threadbare to wear. Tabitha provided for them, because it needed to be 

done and there was no one else to do it. In the 1st century, women 

depended on their relationships with men. Their fathers, their husbands, 

their sons; they had legal rights over women. And women had very few 

rights of their own. If a woman lost her husband, she would lose 

everything. Her home, her income, her sense of security, the one who 

provided for her. If she had no children either, she would have no one to 

look after her. And no one was legally obligated to do so. There was no 

safety net for widows. No social security. No job openings for women in 

the work force. A widow would have nothing but her prayers. 

Tabitha noticed that. She was a disciple of Jesus; a student of his. And 

Tabitha had been listening to what he said. She had been listening when 

Jesus said, the last will be first. She had been listening when Jesus said, 

whatever you do to the least of these, you do to me. She had been 
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listening when Jesus said the greatest in the Kingdom of God was the 

servant of all. Tabitha had been listening, and she took Jesus’ words to 

heart. And his words were all the more real to her now; after his death 

and resurrection. Tabitha was even more convinced that the Kingdom of 

God was at hand.  

Tabitha was a disciple of Jesus. And she followed Jesus’ commandments 

every day. She did what he did and said what he said and loved the ones 

he loved. And it wasn’t always easy work. It wasn’t work that you did 

on one weekend out of the year. It wasn’t popular work that everyone 

was lining up to do. But this work was important work. It was the 

everyday work of acting like what Jesus said was true. It meant acting 

with kindness. Paying attention to the things that aren’t right. Noticing 

those on the margins. Taking care of God’s creation. Serving others 

before serving yourself. And doing it day in and day out, over and over 

again, so that your community begins to notice that that’s just what you 

do. It wasn’t fancy work, but it was the work of God’s kingdom.  

Tabitha herself was probably pretty ordinary. Just another person like 

you and me, following the way of Jesus. The Bible doesn’t say she had 
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any superpowers or extra spiritual abilities. And she didn’t have do 

anything super impressive to be a disciple, like finance the wing of a 

new hospital. Or start a movement on social media. Or build a 20,000 

member church. Even Tabitha’s name is nothing special. Her name, 

Gazelle, was common in the first century, in both Greek and Aramaic. It 

was something like our name Jane Doe. So maybe what this story is 

telling us is that this Jane Doe Tabitha was an ordinary person. And 

what she did, was nothing special. But it was how faithfully she did it 

that mattered. 

Speaking of ordinary lives, this year, the youth group had been doing a 

series called God at Work. They got to talk with all kinds of grown-ups 

about their faith and how it was a part of their work. Ouita Michel told 

us about divine hospitality and faithfully looking out for the chefs and 

servers in her restaurants. Leslie Penn talked about welcoming people 

and listening to them when they come in her business. Dr. Jim Roach 

talked about treating people’s bodies and souls. Dr. Nancy MacGregor 

talked about taking care of pets as well as their owners as a veterinarian. 

And Dr. Blake Jones talked about his counseling practice and how 
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helping kids find direction and purpose is God’s work for him. Bob 

Foley talked about doing everything he can to take care of families as a 

funeral director. All these people doing their jobs, day after day. 

Ordinary work done with extraordinary love. 

That’s what Tabitha did. And it’s what we are to do as disciples. 

Because we believe that the Kingdom of God is near and hidden all 

around us. And it is found in the ordinary work of caring for our 

children. Or our parents. Or in the simple act of spending time with your 

spouse or checking in on a friend. Or stopping by with a treat for 

someone who is sick or worried or lonely. Packing a backpack of food. 

Pulling weeds in a garden. Having a lemonade stand to raise money for 

Locally Grown or for the Salvation Army. Paying attention to whoever 

is least and last and lost, the way that Jesus would. Serving in such 

ordinary ways, that over time, they become extraordinary.  

Tabitha was doing something extraordinary by serving the widows of 

Joppa, day in and day out. Like the good shepherd, she was providing 

for widows who had nothing; there, in the valley of the shadow of death. 

She mended their clothes and spread a banquet in the midst of hardship 
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and grief. Because of the extraordinary love of God. Because of God’s 

love for all the ordinary and unnoticed people out there. So when 

Tabitha got sick and died, her community was devastated. There was a 

gigantic hole where she had been. Who would provide for them now? 

Who would look after them now? The widows gathered at her house and 

laid out all the wonderful things she had made for them. They told 

stories about all the wonderful things she had done for them. She had 

made such a difference with her simple gifts, day after day. It makes you 

wonder if people will remember us that way. Will they remember us as 

disciples? Will our community remember our good deeds? Will they 

share stories of our wonderful generosity when we are gone? Will there 

be a hole in our community, or will we have made no impression 

whatsoever on the world around us?  

When Tabitha died, her community mourned her loss, and they called 

for the disciple Peter, who happened to be nearby. And when he came, 

they showed him how much she meant to them. They showed Peter all 

she had done for them, all the cloaks and tunics she had made, and all 

the widows who had felt so loved. They showed Peter her everyday 



7 
 

faithfulness and all those ordinary acts of love. So Peter does something 

rather ordinary too. He prays for Tabitha. In death and sorrow, 

sometimes that’s all you can. It’s all you need to do as a disciple. Just 

pray for others. Peter lifts Tabitha up before God. He lifts up her work. 

He lifts up her life. He lifts up her faithfulness and her witness to the 

Kingdom of God. “Lord, this woman is special,” Peter prays. “This 

woman is important. Others may not see it or recognize it, but I do and I 

give you thanks. Others may not know how good these acts were, but I 

do and I give you thanks. Tabitha was your disciple, doing your work: 

serving the last and the least and the lost, blessing those who were 

cursed by the world, caring for those who were lost. Tabitha, had it right, 

God and the world has it wrong. The world says, this is important, and 

this is important, and this is important. But it’s this (heart) that’s 

important. And that’s how Tabitha lived. So I lift her up to you, O God. 

Let her be lifted up, right now today.” Peter prayed and he brought about 

a resurrection. He restored joy and hope to the people of Joppa. So how 

can we be disciples like Peter? How could we lift up the people around 
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us? How can we lift up the everyday, ordinary things that are really quite 

extraordinary in the Kingdom of God? 

This week, I went to a tea party. Ms Caldwell, the librarian at our 

elementary school hosted those who had volunteered this year. I’m not 

really sure why I was invited because all I did was clean up after the 

book fairs. There were people at the tea party who REALLY helped in 

the school library. People who went every week to help check in books 

and organize stuff and set up displays and clean out closets. People like 

Judy Offutt and Sarah Wilson who go week after week, and do the small 

helpful things in the library so Ms. Caldwell can spend time with the 

kids. At the tea party, we had cake and lemonade and Ms Caldwell said 

to the group, “I have to tell you all how much I appreciate all the little 

things you do. At the end of last year, I was feeling so overwhelmed. I 

remember thinking, I don’t know how I’m going to do this next year. 

And I would look out at all the parents waiting in their cars after school 

and I would wish that someone would come help me. And then this year, 

you all showed up. And you all helped me get all of these wonderful 
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things done, she said. And this has been so much easier because of you. 

Thank you, thank you for everything you have done.” 

It’s about all those ordinary things done with extraordinary love. It’s 

noticing and paying attention and opening our eyes and our heart to 

those around us. Wherever we are. At work. At school. At home. 

Wherever we are, whatever jobs we have, we are disciples, serving a 

great purpose. By serving others, day in and day out, like Tabitha. By 

praying and lifting others up, like Peter. By acting as if God’s kingdom 

is nearby, no matter where we are or what we are doing. Let us be 

disciples like them; ordinary everyday disciples, who live and believe 

that every faithful act of service is extraordinary to God. 


