
ORDINARY HEROES 

Unlikely Heroes 

 

Helen Keller was born on 27th June 1880 in Tuscumbia, Alabama.  Aged just 19 

months she contracted an illness that left her both blind and deaf.  In 1887 

Keller (aged 6) met Anne Sullivan who became her teacher – teaching her to 

read and write.  Helen Keller went on to live an extraordinary life.  Not only did 

she learn to read and write, but she also learned to speak, going on in adult life 

to give many lectures about her life.  She learnt to lip read by placing her 

fingers on the lips of the person speaking.  She became the first blind/deaf 

person to graduate with a Bachelor’s degree in 1924.  She became a political 

activist for women’s suffrage, pacifism and socialism.  She published her first 

book in 1905 and went on to write a further 11 books.   

In 1948 she was the USA’s first Good will Ambassador to Japan after the 

Second World War.  During her life she travelled to 35 countries on 5 

continents.  Aged 75 she made her most challenging journey – a 40,000 mile 

trip across Asia.  Her influence resulted in her meeting every president of the 

USA, from Governor Cleveland to Lyndan Johnson.  Included in that list are 

Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Herbert Hoover, Franklin Roosevelt, 

Harry Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower and JF Kennedy. 

Among those she counted as friends were Albert Einstein, Charlie Chaplin, 

Mark Twain, Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison and Eleanor Roosevelt.  

She met world leaders Winston Churchill and President Nehru – India’s first 

Prime Minister.  She was honoured in 1936 with the Theodore Roosevelt 

Distinguished Service Medal.  She was awarded the Presidential Medal of 

Freedom in 1964. She was elected to the Women’s Hall of Fame in 1965 and 

she was awarded the French Legion of Honour.  By any measure we might 

describe Helen Keller as an extraordinary woman. 

Helen Keller said this: “I long to accomplish a great and noble task, but my 

chief duty is to accomplish humble tasks as though they were great and noble.  



The world is moved along, not only by the mighty shoves of its heroes, but also 

by the aggregate of the tiny pushes of each honest worker.”   

What I find extraordinary is that someone who I might look at and think is 

themselves, recognises that doing ordinary things is itself extraordinary.   

Mother Teresa would, I think, be described as an extraordinary person.  In 

1950 she founded the Missionaries of Charity to give wholehearted free 

service to the poorest of the poor. She dedicated her life to caring for the 

poorest of the poor in Calcutta, but Missionaries of Charity was active in 133 

countries in 2012.  They worked with HIV/AIDS, leprosy, and TB sufferers. It ran 

soup kitchens, mobile clinics, children and family counselling programmes, 

orphanages and schools.   

She won the noble peace price in 1979.  She was made a Saint by the Roman 

Catholic Church in 2016, and the 5th September each year is a feast day in her 

honour.  Yet Mother Teresa said: “Not all of us can do great things, but we can 

do small things with great love.” 

Perhaps that’s another way of saying that ordinary things become 

extraordinary when done with great love.   

I’m wondering – who here can do small things?  Who here can do ordinary 

things with great love?   

Sometimes we call people who do big things, great things, extraordinary!   

Sometimes we call them heroes.  I’m wondering what we might call people 

who do small things, ordinary things, but who do them with great love?  I’m 

wondering if we might call them ordinary heroes. I’m wondering how many 

ordinary heroes there are present here this morning!  

I’m wondering how you would answer this question: who are the heroes of the 

Bible?  I’d guess we might come up with these kinds of names: Abraham, 

Moses, Joshua, Ruth, David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Mary, Peter, John and 

Paul among others.  At a push we might come up with names like: Samson, 

Rahab, Ezekiel, Jehosophat, Samuel and Lydia.   

There are many, many names in the Bible and there are some that we might 

miss. For some of the names in the Bible get a whole story and we can follow 



their exploits and achievements easily. But some of the names in the Bible are 

almost mentioned in passing.  They don’t have a story of their own they always 

appear as part of someone else’s story.   

One of those names might be Barnabas.  I’m wondering if he’d make your list 

of Biblical heroes?  Perhaps we might consider Barnabas an unlikely hero.  We 

don’t remember Barnabas for great heroic acts in the same way we remember, 

Abraham, Moses, David, Esther… 

I wonder what you imagine qualifies a person to be thought of as a hero… and 

a hero in the Christian life?  Perhaps you have to give up everything you own 

and go serve the poor.  Perhaps you have to lead a church with a massive 

congregation in multi-sight arenas.  Perhaps you have to challenge world 

leaders to change national policies.  Perhaps you have to serve as a volunteer 

for 50 years in the same ministry.  Perhaps you have to give your life to 

rescuing refugees or asylum seekers.   

Who do you, I wonder, regard as a hero? 

Perhaps names like Nelson Mandela, Anne Frank, Oscar Schindler come to 

mind.  Truth is most of us will never do the kind of things we often associate 

with being a hero.  

It turns out that Lisa, Meg, Zac and I were in Borough Market a couple of hours 

before the terrorist attack that took the lives of 8 people on Saturday 3rd June 

2017.  We’d been doing a London treasure hunt and our last clue took us to 

Borough Market.  We knew nothing about the attack until the next morning 

when we were receiving messages from the family in the USA asking us if we 

were ok.  They’d seen pictures of us in London and knew we were there – then 

they heard of the attacks. 

Lisa and I were back in Borough Market only last week, as we met up with a 

University friend of mine and his wife.  I’ve sometimes wondered if we had 

been there a couple of hours later on that Saturday – what would I have done?  

Would I have tried to stop the perpetrators?  None of those who did described 

themselves as heroes but sometimes that’s how we think of them. 

Truth is most of us live quite ordinary lives and, let’s be honest, even followers 

of Christ, for the most part, live ordinary lives.  There may be days and times 



when our walk with God is truly remarkable – where we take a leap of faith 

and know for sure the powerful presence of God with us.  But, for the most 

part, as followers of Christ, we live ordinary lives doing ordinary things.   

There are two deep and powerful truths for follows of Christ that we would do 

well to embrace. 

First, and you know this already, you are fearfully and wonderfully made, a 

stunningly unique person who is loved more than you will ever know, with a 

love that makes you beautiful.  There is, quite simply, no-one else quite like 

you!  And God loves you!   

You have a unique redemptive potential, no-one else: 

   Sees the world quite like you 
   Smiles the way you smile 
   Has your unique set of gifts and talents 
   Does things quite the way you do 
   Cares the way you care 
   Loves the way you love 
   Is you! 
 
We are not the same. God doesn’t want us to be the same as each other. He 

does not want us to live the life of someone else.  God says: “You are very 

good!”  And one day, God will ask you to answer for what you did, because you 

are uniquely you! 

The second deep truth is this: we can all, in the midst of the ordinary, live 

extraordinary lives.  And the thing is it doesn’t have to look like the life we 

might associate with a hero. 

Barnabas…doesn’t look much like a hero (maybe didn’t make your list of 

Biblical heroes), but Barnabas lived in the midst of the ordinary and lived an 

extraordinary life.  Perhaps another way of saying it might be that Barnabas 

lived an ordinary life in an extraordinary way. And maybe, just maybe, 

Barnabas helped to change the world! 

32 All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any 
of their possessions was their own, but they shared everything they had. 
33 With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection 



of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all 
34 that there were no needy persons among them. For from time to time 
those who owned land or houses sold them, brought the money from 
the sales 35 and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to 
anyone who had need. 
36 Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas 
(which means “son of encouragement”), 37 sold a field he owned and 
brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet.  (Acts 4 v 32 -37) 

This is the first time we meet Barnabas. Turns out his name is really Joseph – 
I’m guessing you probably never noticed that (as I hadn’t). Maybe because he 
doesn’t rank as one of our Biblical heroes?!  Truth is we don’t really know very 
much about Barnabas, but we know enough and in their first meeting we see 
something really important.  We see that Barnabas is a committed follower of 
Christ. Actually we see he’s a radically committed follower of Christ. 

Here Luke names him as an example of how the believers were living out their 
faith. For Barnabas that meant he sold a field and gave the money to the 
apostles with no strings attached.  Barnabas had a heart for God, and he lived 
in a way that reflected his heart.   

How about you… how do you live?  

Commentators agree that Barnabas played a vital role in the beginnings of the 
early church.  He was a preacher and teacher, he was an encourager – 
probably the reason he gained the nickname Barnabas.  He was one of the 
leaders of the early church along with Peter, Paul and James.  He was, for a 
time, the most important leader in the early church, but along came Paul and 
Barnabas took second place.  As far as we know, unlike Paul, Barnabas didn’t 
write anything – certainly nothing that we have in the New Testament. 

We have lots of records of Paul’s journey but very little about those of 
Barnabas’s later ministry. But… but…. Barnabas believed the best of people – 
sometimes too much it turns out.  Barnabas stood up for the underdog even 
when it was dangerous and unpopular to do so.  Barnabas stood up for those 
who others wrote off as failures.  Barnabas was trustworthy – he lived by his 
convictions, no matter what.  Barnabas cheered others on and was prepared to 
step back so they could fly.  When the church was in great trouble, trying to 
figure out the truth in a politically delicate time, a time which threatened the 
future of the Christian church, they sent Barnabas to sort it out! 

Barnabas experienced some extraordinary things but, mostly, Barnabas got on 
and did ordinary things while living beautifully.  Perhaps Barnabas had such an 



impact because he lived heroically in the midst of pressure, misunderstanding, 
tension and pain. 

Our Commentator writes: Not every believer can be like Peter and John, but 
we can all be like Barnabas and have a ministry of encouragement.   

It turns out Barnabas is an unlikely hero. We don’t know much about him but 
as one commentator says: “We owe more to Barnabas than we often realise, 
Barnabas the ‘Son of Encouragement.’ Where would Christians have been 
without his marvellous gift for spotting and encouraging talent, for seeing the 
grace of God (and being glad!)? To him, under God, we owe the Gentile 
mission and Mark, and even Paul.  Thank God for Barnabas, and let him teach 
us to encourage one another.” 

Another says this: “Barnabas… Watch Him!  He is what God wishes every man 
and women to be!” 

We might not achieve like Helen Keller or Mother Teresa or Anne Frank or 
Oscar Schindler or anyone else we might consider a hero.  We might, in truth, 
never consider ourselves to be anything like what of when we think of heroes. 
But we can be, and are called to be, unlikely heroes in the kingdom of the 
heavens. 

There are those who live like Barnabas. They live mostly in the ordinary of 
everyday life, in the midst of the pressure, the misunderstanding, the tension 
and the pain… but they do so as radical followers of Christ, who do what they 
do in the way only they can do, and who live their unique redemptive 
potential, and who live beautifully and extraordinarily, by living ordinary life 
well. 

These people are the ordinary heroes, and you and I following Barnabas, are 
called to be those very people! 

 

Preached in Crawley Baptist Church, on Sunday 1st September 2019, by Rev. Ian Phillips. 

 

 

 


