doctrine of deacons

I. Preliminary considerations.

A. The office of deacon is one of the two offices authorized for the local church for the Church age, the only other authorized office being that of pastor-teacher.  ITim. 3:1,8

B. Unlike the office of pastor-teacher, which is filled by men whom God the Holy Spirit has bestowed upon the church as part of the spoils of victory, the office of deacon is a voluntary position administered by men.  Eph. 4:11; Acts 6:3

C. Neither office is to be confused with the matter of spiritual gifts; unfortunately, more than a few teachers have not properly distinguished between the distinct matters of spiritual gifts and offices, resulting in some significant confusion among believers.

D. One should never confuse an office with the matter of a spiritual gift; every believer receives a spiritual gift at salvation, but not every believer is qualified for, or desirous of, entering into a church office.  Rom. 12:6-8
E. In the royal chain of command, authority begins with Jesus Christ, extends to the pastor-teacher, continues through the deacons, and then extends to any other delegated authorities in the local church.  Acts 6:3

II. Vocabulary.

A. There is no Old Testament vocabulary for this office since it did not exist during the Age of Israel; this office was instituted during the early portion of the Church age.

B. Greek vocabulary.

1. dia,konoj (diakonos), 30X, one who executes the commands of another, who acts as a servant of a superior, one who runs errands; a servant, minister, or deacon.

2. diakone,w (diakoneo), 37X, to render service or ministry, to wait on tables, to administer the physical aspects of life to those in need, to function in the office of deacon.
C. It must be noted that this family of words is not technical; it is used generally for any service one renders and is only used technically for the office of deacon in two passages.  Phil. 1:1; ITim. 3:8,10,12,13

D. Because the noun and verb are generally used in a non-technical way, it should not be surprising that they are applied to people that are not deacons in a technical sense.

1. The noun dia,konoj (diakonos) is used of servants in general, which may include those that are servants in a royal setting (Matt. 22:13) or those that serve in a domestic capacity in a household.  Jn. 2:5,9

2. It is used to describe those that function as servants of Satan (IICor. 11:15) as well as those that are servants of God.  IICor. 6:4
3. In that regard, many people are designated as servants of God, Christ, or the Church in a general sense, but should not be considered deacons in a technical sense.  IICor. 11:23
a. Paul and Apollos are designated as servants.  ICor. 3:5

b. Tychicus and Epaphras are called servants.  Eph. 6:21; Col. 1:7

c. Phoebe is declared to be a servant of the local church in Cenchrea.  Rom. 16:1

d. Secular government acts as the servant of God for the good of believers.  Rom. 13:4

e. Jesus Christ acts as a servant to the Jews to confirm God’s veracity.  Rom. 15:8

4. Jesus uses the noun to indicate that all believers who desire to attain spiritual greatness can only attain prominence in God’s plan by becoming a servant of others.  
Mk. 9:35, 10:43
5. The verb is used to describe those offering service, including angels (Mk. 1:13), males (Acts 6:2, 19:22) and females.  Matt. 27:55-56
6. The verb is used in a variety of contexts to indicate that service is a broad term that can include a number of things or ways of serving.

a. It is used of serving a dinner, which includes all the necessary preparation and the table service.  Lk. 10:40; Jn. 12:2

b. It is used of serving others in a financial sense.  Lk. 8:1-3; Rom. 15:25

c. It is used of service that results from the exercise of one’s spiritual gift.  IPet. 4:10-11

E. Therefore, one should recognize that this family of words is used predominantly in a non-technical sense, describing all types of service performed by all types of people.

III. The origin of the office of deacon.  Acts 6:1-6
A. In the early church at Jerusalem, it appears that the eleven apostles were in charge of every aspect of the ministry of that congregation.

B. The church had been engaging in a continuing ministry of providing for the poor among them (especially widows), and the apostles were administering this function as well. 
C. While this was, and still is, a legitimate ministry for a congregation (depending on the need), it was causing the apostles to take time away from what they viewed as their primary responsibilities, which included studying, teaching, and praying.  
D. A complaint arose among the Hellenistic Jews, who believed that their widows were not receiving the same treatment that the more orthodox Hebrew widows were, which caused the apostles to take immediate and decisive action.
E. They consulted with each other, determined the proper course of action, and brought the matter before the congregation.
1. They informed the church that an undesirable situation had arisen; in order to fulfill their responsibilities on a physical level, the leaders would have to sacrifice the spiritual priority of the study/teach routine. 
2. The apostles issued an order for those in the congregation to seek out and select seven men who would be willing to take responsibility for this ministry.

3. The purpose of delegating this authority to these men was to free the apostles from this physical duty so they could devote themselves to their primary functions in the spiritual realm.
F. They outlined the qualifications that they believed were necessary for one to be entrusted with this ministry.

1. It should be observed that the apostles focused on moral and spiritual qualities that they believed were necessary even among those that were serving at a mundane level.
2. They must have a good reputation, indicating that others must be able to bear witness to their moral and spiritual character; they were to be men that consistently exhibited honesty and integrity.
3. They were to be men who were full of the Spirit, which certainly means more in this context than simply the fact that they were in fellowship; this indicates that these men had to be men who were consistent in isolating their sin natures, maintaining spiritual momentum, and applying at an observable level.

4. They were to be full of wisdom, indicating that had to be men who knew the will of God and had the discernment, faith, and the objectivity necessary to apply appropriately and impartially in this ministry.

G. The congregation responded to the apostles’ leadership and selected the seven men who were willing to undertake the responsibility for this ministry.

H. The men selected all had Greek names, which suggests to many that they were part of the Hellenistic sect; while their names do not prove they were Hellenists, given the situation, it seems to be a reasonable conclusion.
I. If Hellenistic Jews were placed in charge of this ministry, it would more likely defuse the complaint of the Hellenistic Hebrews against the native Hebrews.

J. These seven men were brought to the apostles for final approval and were formally installed into the new office in a public ordination ceremony.  
K. Observations based on this event and the origin of the office of deacon.

1. When physical problems and needs arise in the local church, the leadership should be cognizant of these and address them in a timely and appropriate manner.

2. The leadership of the local church must determine the nature of a need and address that need; if necessary, a deacon may be appointed to take charge of the matter.
3. While the leadership initiates the process, the congregation should recognize the wisdom of their approach.

4. The congregation obviously has some input as to who is placed in the office of deacon and should only select men they trust and deem worthy of being placed in this position of authority and responsibility.
5. The primary function of the apostles sets the tone for the function of all who would lead local churches: The pastor-teacher should be committed to the study/teach/pray routine.

6. This office came into existence in order to relieve the leadership of the necessary aspects of the ministry that could be handled by any competent, advancing male believer.

7. Although many today debate the wisdom of the apostles, this incident, along with what is found in the pastoral epistles, clearly teaches that only males may occupy this office.
8. A deacon must possess and reflect solid spiritual, mental, and moral characteristics in his personal life if he aspires to any position of leadership in the local church.
9. Obviously, if a deacon does not fulfill his responsibility and is not diligent to make certain that his area(s) of responsibility is properly administered, he may become a liability, and not an asset, to a properly functioning ministry.
10. If one is not motivated and does not have the desire to serve in this capacity, he will not make a good deacon, spiritual growth and maturity notwithstanding.

IV. The godliness code of the deacon contains the qualifications for those seeking to assume the office, and the standards for those currently in the office.  Acts 6:3; ITim. 3:8-12

A. Deacons must be males only.  Act.6:3; 1Tim.3:8; cp. 2:12

B. They must have a good reputation among those in the local church, as well as with those on the outside.  Act.6:3; ITim. 3:7-8 “likewise”
C. These men must be filled with the Spirit, which means that they must consistently manifest a high level of application in the Christian way of life.  Acts 6:3
D. Deacons must be men that are full of wisdom, indicating that they have the ability and willingness to apply the principles of sound doctrine to everyday situations.  Acts 6:3
E. These men must aspire to the office; they must serve the congregation willingly because they choose to do so.  1Tim.3:8 cp. 3:1

F. Deacons are to manifest dignity and respectability.  ITim. 3:8

1. To be dignified means that the deacon is to reflect a seriousness of purpose, having an overt demeanor that is calm and collected in the face of difficulty, crisis or criticism.

2. He should carry out his duties in a decorous fashion that invites respect from the believers he serves.
3. This does not mean that the deacon is to manifest a humorless persona that is off-putting; since the deacon is a servant of the believers in the congregation, he should manifest an approachable demeanor.
G. Men in this office are not to be double-tongued.  ITim. 3:8

1. The adjective di,logoj (dilogos—lit. two words, double-tongued) has been understood in a number of different ways.
2. The first takes the term literally and understands it to mean saying the same thing twice, which many understand as a synonym for gossips.
3. A second view understands the word to refer to the matter of saying one thing and meaning another, which amounts to hypocrisy.
4. The third option takes the word to mean saying one thing to one person while saying something else to another person; when the two people compare notes about what was said to them, the discrepancy becomes obvious.
5. All these views have merit, and one should understand that a deacon is not to engage in gossip, act hypocritically, resort to lying, or use speech intended to evade or deceive.
6. A deacon cannot be a person who supports a doctrine or issue verbally in the presence of one person but contradicts it in the presence of others.
7. While this trait would be bad enough in any believer, it is especially dangerous for an officer of the local church, who must be faithful to the doctrine being taught.

H. He must be one who is not given to the abuse of alcohol on a regular basis; while he may fail in this area occasionally (as in any area), he must apply sufficient moderation in drinking so as not to distract from his witness and function.  ITim. 3:8

I. He is not to be fond of sordid gain; this denotes someone that engages in dishonest business practices due to covetousness, one who is so greedy that he is willing to act in shameful ways to acquire money or the details of life.  ITim. 3:8

J. He must consistently have/possess/hold to the mystery of the faith, which means that he is to be knowledgeable and conversant in all matters pertaining to sound doctrine.  ITim. 3:9

1. He should possess an extensive knowledge of the Word of God which is only attained by consistent attendance and study in Bible class.   
2. Deacons are to be men that are not merely conversant in the basics of the truth; they must be men that have a clear understanding of God’s plan since they will be responsible for administering various aspects of the local church.
3. It is inevitable that believers are going to have questions or encounter problems and difficulties; the deacons should be capable of providing believers the Divine viewpoint on the matters in question.
4. In the event that a deacon does not know the answer to the question, he may certainly consult with the pastor-teacher; these challenges provide him the opportunity to broaden his understanding of the issue.
5. Paul qualifies his knowledge of doctrinal mysteries by indicating that he must maintain a clear conscience in his pursuit of the truth and in the execution of his duties.
6. In order to have a clear conscience he must:

a. Be willing to apply the doctrine he knows as he leads others.

b. Be faithful to maintain regular attendance in Bible class, setting an example that other believers are to follow.

c. He must show diligence with respect to the duties of his office, fulfilling his responsibilities in a timely and complete fashion.
K. The godliness code for the deacon also includes the responsibilities that are incumbent on the deacon’s wife.  ITim. 3:11

1. The deacon’s wife must recognize that she, in many ways, reflects on her husband and his office; she must maintain an overt decorum that is commensurate with the standards of the office her husband occupies.
2. She must have self-control, especially in the area of verbal matters since she will likely be privy to sensitive information from time to time.
3. She cannot violate the privacy of others by repeating information that should be kept in confidence; she should also be careful about listening to rumors, gossip, or innuendo (indirect or implied gossip).
4. She must be temperate, which is the translation of the Greek adjective nhfa,lioj (nephalios); this term first meant moderation in the consumption of alcohol, one who is sober.
5. It came to be applied to other conduct, and denoted one who was restrained, self-controlled, levelheaded, and not given to extreme emotional reaction or overreaction.
L. Like the pastor-teacher, the deacon must set a high standard in the area of sexual behavior since immorality is not to be accepted within the local church.  ITim. 3:12; IThess. 4:3
1. The phrase a man of one woman has been interpreted in at least two specific ways, with the first meaning married, and married only once.

2. The second view is that a deacon (like the pastor-teacher) does not have to be married to occupy this office; nevertheless, he is to be faithful to the principles of biblical marriage, which forbids bigamy, polygamy, and other forms of marriage that conflict with the biblical model of heterosexual monogamy. 
3. This requirement also indicates that the deacon is to avoid any situation that might lead to inappropriate relationships with someone of the opposite sex; he should certainly not be characterized as a womanizer.

4. Faithfulness to the biblical model of marriage also mandates that the deacon not be one who divorces for non-scriptural reasons.
5. While failure in this or any of the other areas does not automatically disqualify a man, repeated problems, affairs, or divorces may result in others losing confidence in the man, and could disqualify him from serving.
M. He must demonstrate his biblical leadership within his household, which involves exercising control over any child that resides within the household.  ITim. 3:12

1. Like the pastor-teacher, the deacon is responsible for maintaining decorum within the household, but must do so in a dignified and respectable manner.  ITim. 3:4

2. When dealing with disobedient children, he is to address the problems in a way that does not involve undignified behavior like screaming, threatening, cajoling, etc.
3. In general, he should seek to manage his household and family in a sound manner, consistently modeling and applying the pertinent doctrines before his wife and child(ren).
4. He must not allow his responsibilities toward the church to cause him to disregard or neglect his responsibilities toward the management of the home.
5. This includes the reality that the male leader in the home is responsible for the proper financial management of his household.
6. To be a good manager certainly does not allow for abusing his authority over his wife or children.  IPet. 3:7; Col. 3:21
N. Apart from the requirement of being able to teach (ITim. 3:2), the qualifications for deacons include most of the same demands that are incumbent on pastor-teachers.

V. Before one is placed in the office of deacon, he must undergo a period of observation and testing to determine his fitness for the office.  ITim. 3:10

A. This qualification was not required in Acts, for the obvious reason that this was the first experience the church had in this area.
B. It seems logical to conclude that any man that aspires to the office should make it known to the existing leadership that he desires to serve the local church in this capacity.  ITim. 3:10
C. Once the leadership confirms this man’s desire to serve, the pastor-teacher and existing deacons should investigate the background of the potential candidate to ensure that the candidate meets the biblical qualifications.
D. This does not mean that a potential deacon cannot have a failure in any of the areas Paul has listed; it does mean that significant or ongoing failures may be sufficient cause not to endorse the man for the office.

E. The leadership should then observe him during a specified period of testing in order to determine whether he is capable of performing the functions of the office.

F. Should a man be approved, what would happen next would depend upon the situation in the local church; if there were an opening on the board, the candidate would be contacted to see if he were interested in that position.
G. If he were interested in serving in the necessary capacity, his name would then be submitted to the congregation, who would vote on whether or not they desired his service.
H. Believers in a local church should evaluate the individual based on biblical principles, qualifications, reputation, and willingness to serve; they should not evaluate a man based on personality, relationship, friendship, or any other non-biblical factor.
I. Once approved for the office by the leadership and the congregation, the candidate would be formally ordained, installed in his office, and assigned his duties.
J. Although the office of deacon is a volunteer position, each deacon should remain faithful to his office until one of the following occurs:
1. He chooses to resign from his office.
2. He dies.

3. He becomes disqualified by flagrant violation of the godliness code for deacons.
4. Either the leadership or the congregation loses confidence in him and removes him from office.

VI. The promise to the deacon for faithful service.  ITim. 3:13

A. Two specific areas of blessing are promised to the deacon who faithfully executes the responsibilities of his office.

B. Both blessings are contingent upon serving for some time in the office and, more importantly, the quality of the service the deacon renders to the pastor-teacher and congregation.
1. The aorist participle of the verb diakone,w (diakoneo—serve) is qualified by the adverb kalw/j (kalos—what meets high standards), which has the idea of one that serves honorably or commendably.
2. The participle covers the entire time of service, extending from the time of the deacon’s ordination to the service he is currently rendering.
C. The deacons are described as obtaining for themselves, which is the translation of the present middle indicative of the verb peripoie,w (peripoieo—lit. to do around, to work around).
1. That verb is defined as acquiring the possession of something that is advantageous to oneself or others, with the associated nuance of some expenditure of effort.
2. The middle voice indicates that the deacon is acting in his own interest by executing the particulars of his office in the proper way.
3. The present tense should be understood in a gnomic sense to describe what is happening to those deacons that have served, and are serving, honorably.
D. The first promise for the faithful deacon has to do with his personal position in God’s plan, how he is viewed by the Lord and others.
1. Jesus made it plain that if one is to aspire to spiritual greatness, he must be willing to render menial service to those around him.  Mk. 10:43-45

2. As the adjusted deacon applies the teachings of his Lord, he can be certain that the Lord honors his sacrifices for others and will appropriately reward them.

3. In addition to the approbation of the Lord, the properly functioning deacon will acquire the approbation of the pastor-teacher and those he serves, who rightly recognize the value of his service.

4. The high standing refers to the enhanced reputation that deacons acquire as they manifest the character mandated for their office (ITim. 3:8-12) and as they fulfill the plan of God by serving other believers.  Prov. 22:1 

E. The second area of blessing that comes to the deacon that serves well in his office is that of great confidence.
1. As a deacon functions in his office, he will be confronted with many situations that will test the level of his understanding of the doctrine, his willingness to apply the doctrine, and perhaps his faith in the doctrine.

2. He will be put under pressure to apply in the face of opposition, antagonism, being misunderstood, being misrepresented, and even possibly being resented.

3. Serving well would require that the deacon remain loyal to the truths that he has been taught over time and that he remain steadfast during times of difficulty or testing.
4. As he continues to walk by faith during the course of his service, he will develop strong mental attitude convictions with respect to the doctrines of the faith.

5. As the deacon applies the pertinent doctrines to the issues that confront the leadership and the church corporately, he will observe as God vindicates the truth and his application of it.

6. As Bible doctrine is tested in the crucible of human experience, deacons that stand firm and apply will develop great courage and confidence with respect to the future.
VII. Concluding comments and observations.

A. The office of deacon came into being as a direct result of the importance of the study/teach/ prayer routine to which the pastor-teacher must remain committed.
B. Deacons are responsible to alleviate the burden of the physical aspects necessary to the operation of a local church; competent believers can manage these things, which allows the pastor-teacher to function at his highest level.
C. While each deacon is responsible for the particular area he is assigned, he certainly needs, and must rely, on other believers to aid him in fulfilling his responsibilities.

D. Each member of the local church should familiarize himself/herself with the needs of the local church and seek to apply doctrine toward areas of need.
E. Each deacon is to be aware that he has been delegated responsibility and authority to accomplish the tasks; he is a servant of the congregation and pastor-teacher so that all can pursue the most pressing responsibility to grow spiritually and fulfill the royal imperatives in an orderly fashion.

F. The wife and family of a deacon are to support him in every way by encouraging him to fulfill the particulars of his niche and aiding him where possible; his family should also be attentive to the godliness code that is incumbent on them.

G. Deacons are to set the example in attendance, Divine good production, isolation of the old sin nature, reliability, patience, and loyalty to the members of the local body.
H. The attitude the congregation is to exhibit toward the pastor-teacher and deacons is recorded in the books of Thessalonians and Hebrews.   IThess. 5:12-13; Heb. 13:7.
I. Given the necessity and importance of the deacons’ positions, all believers should regularly and consistently pray for their deacons and the deacons’ families, seeking to aid them whenever possible.
J. It is appropriate to honor the deacons who serve admirably with tokens of appreciation, which may include verbal encouragement and praise as well as physical expressions of gratitude.
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