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THE OFFICE OF DEACONS 
Teaching Outline 

I. THE MEANING OF THE WORD1 

A. Translation of the Diakon– Word Group. 

1. The basic Greek term is diakonos, which means “servant.” 

a. Other forms, include diakonia, meaning “service”; and diakoneo, 
meaning “to serve.” 

b. Just as “service” in English can mean any varieties of service (e.g., 
to serve a term, to serve in the military, to serve as a waiter, to 
serve a tennis ball), the Greek term has a similar broad range of 
meanings. 

c. Generally, this word group refers to any kind of service that 
supplies the need of another person. 

d. This is a common word group in the New Testament used 
collectively over 100 times in the New Testament. 

e. Probably the term originally came for a waiter (John 2:5). But its 
usage was general and covered a wide range of service. 

2. Other ways the word group is translated in the ESV. 

a. “Ministry” in 2 Corinthians 9:12.2 

b. “Relief” in Acts 11:29 and 2 Corinthians 8:4. 

c. “Bringing aid” in Romans 15:25. 

d. “Distribution” in Acts 6:1. 

3. In two places in the ESV version of the New Testament, the word group is 
transliterated as “deacon.” 

                                                 
1 This section adapted from The Master’s Plan for the Church, Appendix 2 by John MacArthur. 
2 “Administration” in the NKJV 
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a. Philippians 1:1: “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all 
the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers 
and deacons (diakonos)” 

b. In 1 Timothy: 

i. 1 Timothy 3:10: “And let them also be tested first; then let 
them serve as deacons (diakoneo) if they prove themselves 
blameless.” 

ii. 1 Timothy 3:12: “Let deacons (diakonos) each be the 
husband of one wife, managing their children and their own 
households well.” 

iii. 1 Timothy 3:13: “For those who serve well as deacons 
(diakoneo) gain a good standing for themselves and also 
great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.” 

c. See discussion of these passages below. 

B. Various Kinds of Service in the New Testament. 

1. Serving Food 

a. One who serves food was probably the original meaning of the 
term and the most limited of meanings. 

b. John 2:5, 9: “His mother said to the servants, ‘Do whatever he tells 
you. . . .’ When the master of the feast tasted the water now 
become wine, and did not know where it came from (though the 
servants who had drawn the water knew), the master of the feast 
called the bridegroom.” 

c. Luke 4:39: “And he stood over her and rebuked the fever, and it 
left her, and immediately she rose and began to serve them.” 

d. Other texts: Luke 10:40; 17:8; John 12:2; and Acts 6:1. 

2. General Service 

a. More broadly, the New Testament writers used the word group 
without specifying the particular kind of service. 
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b. In a passage where both general service and food service are 
implied, Luke 22:27: “For who is the greater, one who reclines at 
table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But 
I am among you as the one who serves.” 

c. In a general sense of service that is required of a Christ-follower, 
John 12:26: “If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I 
am, there will my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the Father 
will honor him.” 

d. The term can also be used of unbelievers, such as in Romans 13:3–
4: “For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would 
you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is 
good, and you will receive his approval, for he is God’s servant for 
your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the 
sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries 
out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” 

3. Spiritual Service 

a. Most of the usages of the word group refer to a Christian’s spiritual 
service as a servant of Christ’s body, ministering to others as God 
directs. Accordingly, every Christian is to be engaged in spiritual 
service. 

b. Representative examples, include: 

i. Acts 20:18–19: “You yourselves know how I lived among 
you the whole time from the first day that I set foot in Asia, 
serving the Lord with all humility and with tears and with 
trials that happened to me through the plots of the Jews” 

ii. Romans 15:25: “At present, however, I am going to 
Jerusalem bringing aid to the saints.” 

iii. 1 Corinthians 12:5: “There are varieties of service, but the 
same Lord;” 

iv. 2 Corinthians 4:1: “Therefore, having this ministry by the 
mercy of God, we do not lose heart.” 

v. 2 Corinthians 8:3–4: “For they gave according to their 
means, as I can testify, and beyond their means, of their 
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own accord, begging us earnestly for the favor of taking 
part in the relief of the saints” 

vi. 2 Corinthians 9:1–2: “Now it is superfluous for me to write 
to you about the ministry for the saints, for I know your 
readiness. . .” 

vii. Revelation 2:19: “I know your works, your love and faith 
and service and patient endurance, and that your latter 
works exceed the first.” 

4. Spiritual Gift of Service 

a. All are to serve, but some are uniquely gifted for it. One of the 
spiritual gifts that the Holy Spirit gives to the body of Christ is the 
spiritual gift of service. 

b. All members in the body of Christ have a spiritual gift. Ephesians 
4:7: “But grace was given to each one of us according to the 
measure of Christ’s gift.” 

c. Though all members have a spiritual gift, the members do not all 
have the same spiritual gift. Romans 12:4–5: “For as in one body 
we have many members, and the members do not all have the same 
function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and 
individually members one of another.” 

d. Members serve according to their unique gifting, energized by the 
Holy Spirit. Some have a specific gifting for service. Romans 
12:6–7: “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, 
let us use them. . . if service, in our serving. . .” 

5. The Office of Deacon (see infra) 

II. EXAMPLES OF DEACONS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

A. There are no definitively named deacons in the New Testament. 

1. Paul was not a deacon. Paul identified himself as an apostle (Rom. 11:13; 
2 Cor. 10–12), but never a deacon. His apostleship superseded all 
leadership in the local church, including elders and deacons. He used the 
word diakonia several times in relation to his ministry (Acts 20:24; Rom. 
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11:13), but he used this term in the general sense of spiritual service to 
Christ and not in the sense of an office. 

2. Timothy was not a deacon. Though he is called “a good servant 
(diakonos)” in 1 Timothy 4:6, he was specifically called to “do the work 
of an evangelist” (2 Tim. 4:5). 

3. Tychicus is not named a deacon. Though he is called “the beloved brother 
and faithful minister in the Lord” (Eph. 6:21), nothing in the text suggests 
that his service as a minister was in the office of deacon. The other two 
instances of the diakon– word group used in Ephesians (3:7; 4:12) refer to 
the general kind of spiritual service not an office. This is significant 
because had Paul wanted to recognize the office of deacon, he could have 
easily done so in Ephesians 4:11–12 along with the other offices. 

4. Epaphras is not named a deacon. Though he is called “our beloved fellow 
servant” (Col. 1:7), nothing in the text suggests that his service was 
anything more than spiritual service. 

5. Phoebe may have been a woman deacon, though one cannot be dogmatic. 
She is called “a servant (diakonos) of the church of Cenchreae” (Rom. 
16:1), but this service could be taken in the general sense of spiritual 
service. Also, when Paul wrote Romans, the office of deacon might not 
have been established yet. On the other hand, she was evidentially 
prominent and her service quite helpful, which could indicate she held the 
office. 

B. Were those mentioned in Philippians 1:1 deacons? 

1. This verse is the only instance outside of 1 Timothy 3 that the ESV 
translates diakonos as deacon. Here, Paul addresses the letter to “the saints 
in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons.” 

2. “Overseers” (episkopos) is a term Paul uses elsewhere to refer to the office 
of elders (e.g., Acts 20:28, 1 Tim. 3:2, Titus 1:7). Likely, then, he is using 
the term in the same way here. If so, then translating diakonos as “deacon” 
is probably correct. He would be addressing both offices specifically in his 
letter. This fits Paul’s pattern of addressing elders then deacons in the 
qualifications section of 1 Timothy 3. 

3. Alternatively, since Paul used episkopos rather than the normally used 
term for elders, presbuteros, he may be more generally addressing the 
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letter to the saints, the leadership, and those who serve in the church. Note 
that Paul does not specifically address the overseers and deacons again in 
the letter. 

C. Were the Seven in Acts 6 deacons? 

1. Many Christians root their understanding of deacons in Acts 6 and treat 
the Seven chosen by the Jerusalem congregation and appointed by the 
apostles as the first deacons. Because of this, some consider Acts 6 to be 
the point in time the church was officially birthed (rather than the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2). 

2. Problems with this view are many. The first of which is that they are never 
called deacons. The work they were to do was described as diakonia (v. 1, 
“daily distribution”) and diakoneo (v. 2, “to serve [tables]”), but even after 
the apostles appointed them, they were not named deacons. 

3. The diakon– word group is not actually used of the Seven. The terms are 
used twice in recognition of the complaint (v. 1 and 2, see supra), but 
never of the Seven specifically. The word diakonia is, however, used of 
the apostles’ “ministry of the word” (v. 4). In other words, the apostles 
needed help “deaconing” tables so that they could be freed to “deacon” the 
word and prayer. But in neither case were the apostles nor the Seven 
called deacons. 

4. The Seven were appointed for the sole duty of resolving the dispute 
between the Greek Jews and the Palestinian Jews. The Greek Jews 
believed their widows were unequally treated when it came to distribution 
of food and necessities. The dispute threatened to disrupt the unity of the 
newly constituted church and cause a split. The apostles’ solution was to 
receive recommendations (v. 3, “pick out from among you”; v. 6, “set 
before the apostles”) from the massive congregation (now, perhaps, 
20,000 or more) of seven men who had a good reputation and were full of 
the Spirit and wisdom. The apostles would have the final say in appointing 
them to the duty of resolving the dispute (v. 3, “whom we will appoint to 
this duty”). This would free the apostles to focus on their primary 
responsibilities of the word and prayer (v. 2, 4). The reason why the 
apostles asked the congregation to recommend seven men was that they 
could not possibly know the swelling congregation (now numbering 
perhaps 20,000 or more) well enough to select the best men. It also 
provided necessary buy-in from the congregation, which was in danger of 
splitting. All seven men who were appointed had Greek names, suggesting 
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that Hellenists—those in the minority—were chosen to sort out the 
problem. 

5. The Seven were designated men appointed for the one specific task (v. 3, 
“duty”) of solving the crisis with apparently no additional or ongoing 
function. If this would have been a permanent order of deacons, it would 
be strange that no Palestinian Jews were appointed. Of the Seven, only 
Stephen and Philip appear elsewhere in Scripture. Stephen performed 
miracles (6:8) and preached boldly (7:2–53), suggesting that he was more 
like an elder, prior to being killed. Philip took the gospel to the Samaritans 
(8:4–25) and the Ethiopian eunuch (8:26–40), fulfilling the role of an 
evangelist (21:8–9). Other evidence that the role of the Seven was 
temporary is found in Acts 11. When the church in Antioch sent famine 
relief to Jerusalem by the hand of Paul and Barnabas, the relief was given 
to elders of the church with no mention of deacons (11:27–30). 

6. In the very book that one would expect deacons to be featured, the office 
is completely absent from the book of Acts. Indeed, although there are a 
number of references to elders in Acts (e.g., 14:32; 20:17), there are no 
references to deacons. 

7. To treat the Seven as the first deacons is anachronistic. It is to read back 
into the early days of the church an office of deacons when there was as 
yet no such office. 

8. Because the Seven were not deacons, Acts 6 is neither dispositive nor 
exemplary of how deacons are to be appointed or their qualifications. But 
the situation is Acts 6 did provide “apostolic precedent for the need and 
creation of an official position of assistants to the elders in the church.”3 
Acts 6, then, provides something of an example of the kinds of duties 
deacons might be called upon to perform for elders. The parallels between 
apostles and elders and the Seven and deacons, however, are not exact and 
must not be pressed too far. 

III. THE ROLE OF DEACONS 

A. Scant References 

1. Deacons are clearly mentioned only twice in Scripture—Philippians 1:1 
and 1 Timothy 3.4 In neither of these passages is there any explicit 

                                                 
3 Paul’s Vision, 81. 
4 Some include Romans 16:1, but see supra. 
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statement about what deacons do. The only specific statement about 
deacons at all is in 1 Timothy 3 and, there, Paul lists only qualifications of 
deacons. 

2.  “Because of the variety of meanings attached to diakonos and the related 
words, it is difficult—with one or two possible exceptions—to pin down 
any clear reference in the New Testament to an office of deacon in the 
early ecclesiastical government.” Master’s Plan, 230. 

3. “[M]ost occurrences of diakonos and the related words reflect their 
general meanings and clearly have nothing to do with a church office. 
Other passages could be taken one way or the other, but usually the 
clearest, most natural interpretation calls for the general meanings, not 
reference to a special church office.” Master’s Plan, 230. 

4. The few references to deacons in the New Testament is by God’s perfect 
design. Perhaps in not defining the role of deacons with specificity, God 
allows for this office to be adapted to a church’s specific situation. 
Wherever and however the elders of the church need an official servant of 
the church to help with the administration of the ministry, those who are 
designated as deacons can fulfill that role. 

B. Confusion in the Church 

1. Churches are often confused about the function of deacons. In part, this is 
due to the few New Testament references to deacons, the absence of 
clearly named deacons, and the absence of any explicit statement as to the 
role of deacons. Due to poor exegesis, many churches also are confused 
about the role of elders. This has resulted in some churches (e.g., 
particularly Baptist churches) treating deacons as a separate deliberative 
body apart from the elders and often functioning as elders by governing 
financial, personnel, and facility matters. 

2.  “The problem is, Paul does not explicitly state who the deacons are or 
what they do. He states only what their qualifications are, the necessity of 
examination of their eligibility for office, and their promised rewards.” 
Paul’s Vision, 30. 

3. “Identifying the role of the New Testament overseers (= elders) is 
especially important because in many churches today deacons are the 
governing board of the church. In such circumstances, deacons act as 
quasi-overseers. When deacons are made overseers and overseers are 
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made deacons, the church is left with neither biblical overseers nor biblical 
deacons.” Paul’s Vision, 35. 

C. What Deacons are Not 

1. Deacons are not the same as elders. 

a. In 1 Timothy 3:8, Paul writes, “Deacons likewise must be 
dignified. . .” “Likewise” refers back to verse 1: “If anyone aspires 
to the office of overseer. . .” and indicates that just as the overseer 
(i.e., elder) is a recognized office in the church, so is the office of 
deacon. Accordingly, elders and deacons are separate offices. 

b. The qualifications for elders and deacons in 1 Timothy 3 are 
similar and parallel each other in many respects. The key 
difference is that deacons are not required to be “able to teach” (1 
Tim. 3:2). A related difference is that elders are required to “hold 
firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to 
give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who 
contradict it” (Titus 1:9), while the requirement for a deacon is that 
he “hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience” (1 Tim. 
3:9). The difference is that elders must be able to clearly articulate 
sound doctrine and also be able to defend sound doctrine from 
those who oppose it. No such requirement is given for deacons. 
Rather, deacons are to have a sincere, unwavering faith, but the 
burden of articulating and defending sound doctrine is not the 
responsibility of deacons. 

2. Deacons are not a second governing or deliberative body in the church.  

a. As will be seen below, the function of deacons is not to govern but 
to help. Deacons do not meet together to form policy. To the extent 
they meet together, they do so to accomplish ministry. 

b. “The deacons are not an independent church board of directors, 
checking and balancing the eldership. Like everyone else in the 
church, the deacons must ‘obey’ and ‘submit’ to their leaders (Heb. 
13:17); they must ‘esteem them very highly in love because of 
their work,’ and ‘be at peace’ with the elders (1 Thess. 5:12–13)” 
Paul’s Vision, 80–1. 

D. The Function of Deacons 
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1. The basic meaning of the diakon– word group is practical, active help in 
serving others’ basic physical and spiritual needs. 

2. The needs of the saints and the priorities of the elders to care for the entire 
church birthed the need for designated servants of proven character to 
serve the body by assisting the elders in caring for the church. 

3. Deacons are those the elders depend on to get things done with minimal 
oversight because of their proven character so that the elders can focus on 
the spiritual direction of the church through prayer and teaching the Word. 

4. The possible duties of deacons are as broad as the needs of a church. 
Where a designated servant with proven character is required to take care 
of a need in the church with minimal oversight, deacons were appointed 
by the elders. 

5. Deacons as Shock-Absorbers? 

a. Some have likened the role of deacons to the elders’ shock 
absorbers.5 This view of the role of deacons depends heavily on 
viewing the Seven in Acts 6 as early deacons, though it is 
compatible with the view above. 

b. “Deacons. . . serve to care for the physical and financial needs of 
the church, and they do so in a way that heals divisions, brings 
unity under the Word, and supports the leadership of the elders. 
Without this practical service of the deacons, the elders will not be 
freed to devote themselves to praying and serving the Word to 
people. Elders need deacons to serve practically, and deacons need 
elders to lead spiritually.” Deliberate Church, 169 [note: argument 
based on Acts 6]. 

c. “[Deacons] release the elders to devote themselves to spiritual 
leadership by serving in physical and financial matters in a way 
that brings unity among the church under the authority of the 
elders (Acts 6:1-6). In our church, we create deacon positions 
according to the practical needs of the body.” Deliberate Church, 
169. 

IV. THE CHARACTER OF DEACONS 

                                                 
5 See 9Marks literature. 
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A. The absence of a list of functions of deacons in the New Testament is notable. 
Paul is concerned with the character of a deacon more than he is with what a 
deacon does. This is consistent with the rest of Scripture. Character matters. 
Leadership in the church is servant leadership and leadership by example.  

B. Though deacons do not have oversight responsibility like elders, they are still 
leaders by example and function. Elders lead through teaching, oversight, and 
governance; deacons lead through service. 

C. Just as overseers must be of a certain character to lead, deacons are “likewise” to 
have a certain character. 

D. Deacon Qualifications Listed in 1 Timothy 3. 

1. Personal Character (v. 8) 

a. Dignified. The root word means to venerate. It has the idea of a 
man worthy of respect because of his character; one who is serious 
in mind about weighty things and not flippant. It is a man who is 
not given to trivialities. He has won the respect of others through 
his character. 

b. Double-Tongued. To be double-tongued or double-worded means 
to say one thing to one person and something else to another. The 
speech of a deacon must be sincere speech and not duplicitous or 
gossipy. Double-tongued speech indicates a lack of integrity in 
speech. Deacons must be trusted in what they say. 

c. Not Addicted to Much Wine. Alcohol is not outright prohibited, 
but caution is required. Proverbs 20:1 warns that “whoever is led 
astray by it is not wise” (see also 23:29–35). To be addicted means 
to be occupied with wine; to indulge. 

d. Not Greedy for Dishonest Gain. This is someone who has integrity 
with money. He can be trusted with funds and demonstrates 
trustworthiness with his personal finances—paying bills on time, 
not amassing unwise debt, paying all of taxes owed, receiving from 
his employer only what he is owed. He must not be a lover of 
money because the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil 
(6:10). 

2. Spiritual Character: Holding to the Mystery of the Faith with a Clear 
Conscience (v. 9).  
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a. The mystery of the faith is the faith that has been revealed—
everything from Genesis to Revelation. He must hold to sound 
doctrine. 

b. Not only must he believe the right things, his life must be a 
reflection of sound doctrine with his conscience clear because he is 
obeying what he has been taught. A strong conscience is borne out 
of deeply held doctrinal beliefs—beliefs that are not simply 
intellectual, but lived out. This is a man who holds so strongly to 
doctrine that he lives it out and is not defiled. 

c. His adherence to the faith must be unquestionable without his 
conscience accusing him because of secret, unconfessed sin or 
doubts about the faith. 

d.  “A deacon must know the beliefs of the Christian faith, possess 
the faith, hold firmly to the faith, and live life consistently with the 
‘mystery of the faith.’” Paul’s Vision, 98. 

3. Character of Service: Tested and Proven Christian Service (v. 10) 

a. “And. . . also” indicates that both elders and deacons must be 
tested before being appointed. 

b. Tested is a present passive verb, indicating the ongoing testing of a 
man, not a one-time test. It means to make a critical examination of 
something, to determine its genuineness.  

c. Before a man is appointed a deacon, he must “first” be tested in 
service. The principle of “he who is faithful with little will be 
faithful with much” is applicable. Before giving a man great 
responsibility, he must be shown to be faithful with the 
responsibility he has been given. 

d. Only after evaluation of the man’s testing can he be considered 
“proven” genuine and reliable. Proven Christian service in the 
church comes by watching people in their service to Christ and 
then, as their service to Christ is evaluated over time, a verdict is 
rendered as to whether they have been approved (MacArthur). A 
man must be doing the work of a deacon before he can be 
appointed a deacon. The principle is this: those who serve will be 
tested, so test them before they serve in an official capacity. 
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4. Moral Character: Blameless (v. 10).  

a. “Blameless” is the same adjective used in Titus 1:6-7 of elders 
(“above reproach”). In its strictest sense, it means not having been 
called up before a judge. It then has the sense of being 
irreproachable and without valid charge or accusation.  

b. This term likely summarizes and characterizes all the other 
qualifications. In all aspects, the deacon is to be blameless. 

5. Home Character (v. 12). 

a. The Husband of One Wife. He must be a one-woman man. He 
must be single-mindedly devoted to his wife. He is devoted to his 
wife in his thought life, what he watches, how he interacts with 
other women. If he is married, he is morally pure in his marriage. 
If he is single, he is morally pure in his singleness. 

b. Good Manager of His Children and Household. He must take the 
initiative in leading the family and be fully engaged in the life of 
the family. He must take the responsibility for keeping the children 
under control, not in a dictatorial way, but in a way that fosters 
love and godly discipline. What is said of elders in verse 5 is 
equally true here as well: “If someone does not know how to 
manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church?” 

V. DEACONESSES 

A. Whether verse 11 refers to deacon’s wives or women deacons (deaconesses) is 
disputed. The ESV and KJV prefer “wives,” while the NASB and NIV prefer 
“women.” 

B. Arguments Against Deaconesses. 

1. The root word in verse 11 is gunaikas and can be translated either 
“women” or “wives.” 

2. Paul’s argument in chapter 2 is for male leadership in the church. For 
example, In 1 Timothy 2:12, Paul wrote, “I do not permit a woman to 
teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet.” 
Appointing women as deacons would be to place women in leadership 
roles in the church and upend the order established in chapter 2. 
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3. If Paul was writing of women deacons, the qualifications for them appear 
in the middle of the qualifications for men deacons. So contextually 
women deacons would be out of place. Also, the next verse talks about 
deacons being the husband of one wife and managing their homes well. So 
it would make sense in the flow of thought to discuss the qualifications of 
their wives in verse 11. 

4. If Paul meant female deacons, the qualifications for male and female 
deacons appear to be different. 

C. Arguments in Favor of Deaconesses. 

1. The evidence for women deacons in verse 11 is more compelling. What 
follows is not a point-by-point refutation, but key arguments in favor of 
deaconesses. 

2. Paul does mandate male leadership in the church in chapter 2. Elders in 
the church also must be men—the pronoun “he” is used throughout 1 Tim. 
3:1–7. But male leadership in the church is not inconsistent with female 
service. One can affirm the responsibility of men to lead in the church and 
also affirm women setting an example in the church in serving. 

3. The word “likewise” signals a new category of office holder just as in 
verse 8, where “likewise” referred to verse 1 and establishes a second 
office. 

4. The word in verse 11 is the generic term for women, gunaikas. Depending 
on the context, it could be translated either “women” or “wives.” So the 
translation rests upon the context. The word itself doesn’t tell us much. 
“Women” fits the context best here because Paul signaled another office 
by the use of “likewise” and there was no word for deaconess in the Greek 
language at the time. Had he written in verse 11, likewise diakonos, we 
wouldn’t know he was talking about women because diakonos was used, 
at least in a generic sense, of both men and women (cf. Rom. 16:1, Phoebe 
as a “servant” or, perhaps, “deacon.”). So the only way to signal a change 
from men to women was to use gunaikas and the context fills up the 
meaning as women deacons. Here, the NASB and NIV translate this better 
than the ESV and KJV. 

5. The word “their” is not in the text. There is no possessive pronoun in verse 
11. Paul didn’t write that these were the wives or women of anyone. 
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6. There are no qualifications for elders’ wives. Given that no qualifications 
are listed for elders’ wives, why would there be qualifications for deacons 
wives? If there would be qualifications for anyone’s wives, one would 
think it would be elders since they lead the church. 

7. Probably Phoebe was a deaconess (Rom. 16:1). 

D. Are the qualifications for deacons and deaconesses different? 

1. Upon closer examination, the qualifications for the deacons and 
deaconesses are not categorically different. The four qualifications for 
deaconesses in verse 11 correspond to the qualifications of deacons in 
verse 8. Dignified corresponds to “dignified”; not slanderers, corresponds 
to “not double-tongued”; “sober-minded corresponds to “not addicted to 
much wine”; and “faithful in all things” corresponds to “not greedy for 
dishonest gain.”  

2. The sense seems to be that these characteristics are essentially synonyms 
of each other and each of these qualifications would be required of the 
opposite gender. It isn’t as if male deacons were forbidden to be double-
tongued, but it would be alright for women deacons to be so. The 
corresponding pairs provide a fuller description of the character of 
deacons, whether male or female. 

E. Why did Paul insert the qualifications for deaconesses in the middle of the 
qualifications for deacons? 

1. Once the correspondence is seen between verse 8 and 11, the reason Paul 
inserted the qualifications for women deacons where he did becomes more 
clear. 

2. Paul’s flow of thought is as follows: In verses 8–10, Paul laid down the 
qualifications for male deacons. In verse 11, he added the corresponding 
qualifications for women deacons. Then in verse 12, he adds additional 
qualifications for male deacons that would not correspond to women. 
Namely, male deacons must be the husband of one wife (divorce by 
women was not common in those days) and must manage their household 
well (the primary responsibility of the husband and father). The 
qualifications in verse 12 are more related to male roles than female ones. 

VI. THE TESTING AND RECOGNITION OF DEACONS 



16 

A. The overriding principle in all matters concerning the testing, evaluation, and 
recognition of deacons should be that all things “be done decently and in order” (1 
Cor. 14:40). 

B. As seen above, 1 Timothy 3:10 lays out a three-step process of testing, evaluating, 
and appointment of deacons. First “let them be tested.” Second, they are to be 
evaluated (“then. . .if they prove themselves”). Third, once tested and proven, 
they are appointed (“then let them serve. . .”). No deacon, then, should be 
appointed unless he is already doing the work of a deacon. In this way, the 
appointment of a deacon is an official recognition or designation to ministry made 
by the elders. 

C. Some form of public recognition is good to mark the occasion and to notify the 
body that the deacon is now acting in an official capacity. The early church 
recognized the Seven, though they were neither elders nor deacons, by praying 
and laying hands on them in support and identification with them (Acts 6:6). 
Church practice may vary. 

D. On appointment of deacons by elders see Paul’s Vision, 110–116. 

VII. DEACONS IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH 

A. The Number of Deacons 

1. If the reference to diakanoi in Philippians 1:1 is taken to refer to deacons, 
then the church in Philippi had a plurality of deacons. Absent other 
evidence, however, the plurality of deacons in Philippi should not be taken 
as prescriptive for all churches. 

2. If plurality of deacons were required in every church—or even one deacon 
in every church—surely Paul would have directed Titus to appoint not 
only “elders in every town” but also deacons in every town (Titus 1:5). 

3. Similarly, if plurality of deacons were required in every church—or even 
one deacon in every church—surely this would have been one of the 
marks of a planted church as was the appointment of elders during Paul’s 
missionary journeys (see Acts 14:23, noting that the appointment of elders 
was essential to transition a church from a planting church to a planted 
church). 

4. It seems best, then, to leave the number of deacons to the wisdom of the 
elders of each congregation. Where there are needs and qualified 
Christians, deacons should be appointed to help with those needs in order 



17 

to free the elders for the priorities of the word and prayer. In smaller 
congregations, this may mean that there are no deacons. In larger 
congregations, there may be hundreds. The number could increase or 
decrease as needed. 

B. Term and Continuity of Office 

1. Since deacon ministry is need-based, deacons should be added or 
subtracted as needed. Terms of office and whether deacons can serve 
consecutive terms should be left up to each church as Scripture is silent on 
these issues. 

2. “Whenever a need arise that seems to require special attention, we feel the 
freedom to create a deacon position and look for a member whose current 
service and character are particularly suited to the task. Conversely, 
whenever a deacon position seems to outlive its usefulness, we feel free to 
discontinue the position as a way of conserving the energy of the body and 
pruning the ministry branches that are either no longer needed or are no 
longer bearing fruit.” Deliberate Church, 169. 

VIII. THE REWARDS OF DEACONS 

A. In 1 Timothy 3:13, Paul says that those deacons who serve well enjoy two 
promises. 6 

B. First, they “gain a good standing for themselves.” The verb “gain” is in the middle 
voice and has the idea of acquiring for themselves standing. The word for 
“standing” means pedestal or platform. When you serve well, you are put on a 
pedestal in the church. This is a good thing, if it is God who puts you on the 
pedestal because God raises up the humble. Both God and man will esteem the 
deacon who does well because he or she has gained spiritual respect in the 
community of saints, which is essential for those who are to be examples. 

C. Second, they gain “great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.” As a 
deacon faithfully serves God by serving the church, he or she will see God at 
work in their service. This will give the deacon great confidence that God can use 
him or her for his will and to advance the kingdom. This will motivate deacons 
for even greater service and greater faith in their Lord Jesus Christ. 

                                                 
6 This section adapted from John MacArthur’s comments in his sermon on this verse. 
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IX. RESOURCES FOR FURTHER STUDY7 

A. Anyabwile, Thabiti. Finding Faithful Elders and Deacons. 

B. Dever, Mark. The Deliberate Church 

C. *MacArthur, John. The Master’s Plan for the Church. 

D. Saucy, Robert L. The Church in God’s Program. 

E. *Strauch, Alexander. Paul’s Vision for the Deacons. 

                                                 
7 Those marked with an asterisk are especially recommended. 
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