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DEACONS AND MINISTRY LEADERS 
 
Distinctions Between Elders and Deacons 
There are two offices in the church, “the overseers and deacons” (Phil. 1:1; cf. 1 Timothy 3:1-
13). The terms themselves convey their distinct roles. The overseers oversee, while the 
deacons (literally “servants”) serve. This distinction is delineated in 1 Timothy 3:16-18, where 
the elders (i.e. “overseers”),1 but not the deacons, are required to be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 
3:2). The deacons are called to “hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience” (1 Tim. 
3:9), but they are not called to “teach” it in any official capacity. The deacons, like the elders, 
must “[manage] their children and their own households well,” but only the elders are 
charged with managing and “car[ing] for God’s church” (1 Tim. 3:5). These unique 
qualifications for elders anticipate their primary functions of “teaching” and “ruling” (1 Tim. 
5:17). Due to the authority invested in the office, an elder is particularly vulnerable to 
becoming “puffed up with conceit,” therefore, there is an additional requirement that he 
“not be a recent convert” (1 Tim. 3:6). In summary, the elders teach and govern the church; 
the deacons serve the church.2 “Elders serve by leading; deacons lead by serving.”3 
  
Priority of the Ministry of the Word 
In light of these biblical distinctions between elders and deacons, the parallels in Acts 6:1-7 
are suggestive. There, the twelve Apostles appoint and commission “seven men of good 
repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom,” to attend to the Greek widows in the church who 
were being neglected from the daily distribution of food. Their stated rationale is that they 
must not neglect prayer and the “ministry of the Word” in order “to minister tables.” This 
distinction between ministry of the word and ministry of the table appears to be a template 
for the inchoate diaconate ministry in the early church. Elders are called to the Word; 
deacons are called to the needs of the local church.  
 
D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, commenting on this passage, notes the priority of the ministry of the 
Word that the elders discharge and deacons safeguard: 
 

It is wrong to put 'serving tables' before the preaching of the Word of God because it is 
always wrong to put man before God. That, in a nutshell, is the real trouble with the 
world. Man is at the center; man is everything. ... So it is wrong to put man before God, 
and, second, in exactly the same way, it is wrong to put the body before the soul. In other 
words, we are not only wrong about God, we are wrong about man. What is man? 

 
1 "Elders" and "overseers" refer to the same group of people who are called to "pastor" their people 
(e.g. Acts 20:17, 28). 
2 1 Peter 4:10-11 seems to have these two offices in mind when he speaks of two general gifts of 
“speak[ing]” and “serv[ing]” that God distributes among the church.  
3 H. B. Charles Jr., “Our Journey to Biblical Eldership.” 5 May 2015, 
https://www.hbcharlesjr.com/2015/05/05/our-journey-to-biblical-eldership/. 
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According to the modern theory, man is only body, and so you must attend to everything 
to do with the body; give it plenty of food, plenty of drink, clothing, shelter, medical care, 
plenty of sex. Oh, the tragedy that humanity should think it is complimenting itself and 
exalting itself by turning its back upon God to concentrate on physical needs. And this is 
what this Word of God encounters, what it denounces.4 

 
As the story of Martha and Mary in Luke 10:38-42 teaches us, even serving others must not 
displace the priority of listening to God and His Word. “Martha was distracted with much 
serving” (Luke 10:40). The word “serve” is the same Greek word that also means “minister,” 
it’s the word that sometimes gets translated as “deacon.” Ministry is a good thing. Service is 
a good thing. But if it leads us to be “distracted with much serving,” if it makes us “anxious 
and troubled about many things” (Luke 10:41), these are warnings signs that we are losing 
sight of what is most important. It is easy for us to give into the idolatry of “more,” and 
multiply programs and services to no end, but sometimes less is more. The elders must 
minister the word, and deacons must safeguard the ministry of the word by their ministry 
of the table. 
 
Ministry of the Table 
What, then, does the ministry of the table entail? Acts 6 suggests that the ministry of the 
table comprises any service, or ministry, that keeps the unity of the church and meets the 
temporal needs5 of the church in order to relieve and release the Elders for prayer and the 
ministry of the Word.6 If an eldership is like a quarterback on a football team, the diaconate 
is like the offensive line. A football cannot advance without either. Likewise, it is when both 
elders and deacons are faithfully ministering that “the word of God continue[s] to increase, 
and the number of the disciples multipl[y] greatly” (Acts 6:7).  
 
This does not mean that the deacons do all the serving in the church. All Christians are 
called to follow the example of their Lord who “did not come to be served, but to serve, and 
to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45; cf. John 13:1-20). However, Romans 12:7 
teaches that the members of the body of Christ are specifically gifted for a diversity of 
tasks, “if service, in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching” (cf. 1 Pet. 4:11). 

 
4 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Victorious Christianity: Studies in the Book of Acts, vol. 3 (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2003), 236, 237-238 as qtd. in Thabiti M. Anyabwile, Finding Faithful Elders and Deacons 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 24-25. 
5 The “deacon” word group emphasizes the meeting of temporal needs as demonstrated in 
Appendix A. 
6 This is not to perpetuate the modernistic fallacy that separates the secular from the sacred, 
elevating empirical/scientific “facts” to the public sphere and relegating religious “values” or 
“opinions” to the private sphere. The secular and the sacred are not separable, but they are 
distinguishable. In saying that the church must serve both spiritual and temporal needs of its 
members, and in differentiating the roles of elders and deacons in this manner, we are making an 
important distinction, which the Bible makes in numerous places (Matt. 4:2-4; John 4:10-15; 6:26-27; 
1 Cor. 9:25), without separating them.  



 3 

Deacons are those who are given the special grace to serve. They are models of service and 
lead the church in meeting the temporal needs of its members. 
 
It is important at this point to define what these “temporal needs” are and to distinguish 
them from the modern amenities of the church. Printing bulletins, making coffee, directing 
the choir or band, maintaining facilities, and designing webpages are certainly perceived 
needs in the modern church, but they are auxiliary compared to caring for the saints in 
need.7 When offering Paul and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship, the Apostles James, 
Peter, and John specifically charged them to “remember the poor” in their gospel ministry 
(Gal. 2:9-10). 1 Timothy 5:3-16 commands the Christian relatives of widows in the church to 
provide for their temporal needs, since “anyone who does not provide for his relatives, and 
especially for members of his household, … has denied the faith and is worse than an 
unbeliever.” However, it is the responsibility of the church to care for the widows among 
them who do not have any surviving relatives. These are perennial needs of the church that 
the diaconate was created to meet (cf. Acts 6). “Religion that is pure and undefiled before 
God the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself 
unstained from the world” (Jas. 1:27). Caring for the needy among us is not optional, but 
necessary. Jesus said, “By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love 
for one another” (John 13:35). The Apostles could have refused to distribute food to the 
Greek widows (and it is not difficult to imagine that they did refuse many other demands 
placed on them by the church), but they, instead, appointed officers for the task because 
they saw it as a legitimate and necessary function of the church. 
 
If, instead of this general orientation toward meeting the temporal needs of the church, the 
deacons are tied to specific modern amenities of the church, such as budgeting, web 
design, facility maintenance, and directing music, etc., the qualifications that we look for in 
deacons will tend toward specialized competencies rather than character, because 
competencies are easier to quantify and assess, and because it is our sinful, human 
tendency to value giftedness over godliness (1 Cor. 13:1-3). And if we do this, we are adding 
to the list of qualifications for deacons found in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. Presumably, a man or 
woman who meets all of the Biblical requirements may be disqualified because he or she is 
computer illiterate, not handy, or tone deaf.  
 
The Bible is not averse to requiring very specific competencies when they are necessary to 
fulfill the duties of an office. For example, it specifically says that an elder must be “able to 
teach” (1 Tim. 3:2), which involves “rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). The 

 
7 To illustrate, the church is commanded to “[sing] psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” (Col. 3:16; 
Eph. 5:19), but we are not commanded to have a choir or a band. The church is commanded to 
evangelize and make disciples (Matt. 28:18-20; Rom. 10:11-15; Philem. 6), but we are not 
commanded to have an attractive website or social media profile. The church should be “hospitable” 
toward guests and outsiders, in fact, being hospitable is a Biblical requirement for elders (1 Tim. 3:2; 
Titus 1:8), but we are not commanded to provide breakfast and coffee for Sunday morning visitors.  
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Bible does not, however, require such specific competencies for deacons. Apart from the 
general competency of “managing their children and their own households well” (1 Tim. 
3:12), it only delineates character requirements that dovetail naturally with serving the 
needy among the church—the sick, the elderly, the shut-in, the refugees, the disabled, the 
jobless, the homeless, the suffering, the poor, the widows, and the orphans. It is primarily 
the character of deacons that makes them competent for their ministry. For example, it is 
because deacons are not “double-tongued” (1 Tim. 3:8) or “slanderers” (1 Tim. 3:11) that 
they can minister to people in need without betraying their confidence and shaming them. 
It is because they are “not greedy for dishonest gain” (1 Tim. 3:8) that they can be entrusted 
to disburse church funds to the poor among us. When we properly focus the role of the 
diaconate, the more central concerns of the church’s ministry come to the fore, while the 
more peripheral concerns of the church’s administry recede into the background.8  
 
Distinctions Between Deacons and Ministry Leaders 
What, then, is the difference between deacons and various members who lead our music, 
creative, or set-up and tear-down ministries, etc. (aka. ministry leaders)? First, their standing 
in the church differs. The diaconate is a Biblically sanctioned office of the church, and 
“those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great 
confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 3:13). As John Owen writes, “This office 
of deacons is an office of service, which gives not any authority or power in the rule of the 
church; but being an office, it gives authority with respect unto the special work of it, under 
a general notion of authority; that is, a right to attend unto it in a peculiar manner, and to 
perform the things that belong thereunto.”9 It is the scepter, not merely the will to rule, that 
makes a king. Likewise, it is the office, not merely the desire or aptitude for service, that 
makes a deacon. Deacons are church officers; ministry leaders are church members who 
have demonstrated the character and capacity to lead in their respective ministry areas. 
Though ministry leaders serve with the express approval of the eldership in their 
respective roles, they do not carry the weight of the Biblical office and do not need the 
endorsement of the whole church to serve.  
 
Second, the deacons and ministry leaders occupy different types of ministries. Deacons 
attend to the temporal necessities of church members, ministry leaders attend to the 
commodities10 of the church—any services that are useful, advantageous, or convenient for 

 
8 The distinction between “ministry,” which deals with the organic, discipling aspects of the church’s 
growth and “administry,” which deals with the organized, institutional aspects of the church’s growth 
is found in Tony Payne and Colin Marshall, The Trellis and the Vine: The Ministry Mind-Shift That 
Changes Everything (Kingsford, Australia: Matthias Media, 2009), 14. 
9 John Owen, An Inquiry Into the Original, Nature, Institution, Power, Order, and Communion of 
Evangelical Churches (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1968), IX.147. 
10 I am using the word here in an older, less used sense of the word akin to “amenities” but not quite 
exactly the same. Definition 2b of the Merriam-Webster dictionary says, “convenience, advantage … 
e.g. ‘the many commodities incidental to the life of a public office’ -Charles Lamb.” 
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the church. The former is mandated by Scripture, the latter is not. The ministry leaders, 
then, render useful, even if not, strictly speaking, needful services, for the church.  
 
Third, the ministries of deacons and ministry leaders differ in their scope. The deacons, 
similar to how the elders lead in meeting the spiritual needs of the whole church, lead in 
meeting the temporal needs of the whole church, under the governance of the elders. The 
ministry leaders lead a narrower subset of church members who are gifted in their 
respective area of ministry, offering training and facilitating their service. In other words, 
ministry leaders are not commissioned to teach or govern their teams spiritually as elders 
do, nor to meet the temporal needs of their teams as deacons do. Of course, ministry 
leaders, like every other church member, are expected to love one another (John 13:34-
35; cf. Rom. 13:8; 1 Pet. 1:22; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7),11 and in so doing they may minister 
spiritually and temporally in various ways to the team members that they work closely with, 
but this is not their specific charge as ministry leaders.12 
 
Qualifications for Deacons 

• “dignified” (1 Tim. 3:8, 11) means being worthy of respect. A deacon must conduct 
him or herself in a way that brings honor to Christ and befits the solemn office.  

• “not double-tongued,” “not slanderers” (1 Tim. 3:8, 11): The word “slanderer” occurs 
about 35 times in the Greek New Testament, and 32 of those times, the 
word “slanderer” refers to the devil! It’s the devil who slanders God’s people (Rev. 
12:10), and to slander is to act like the devil! A deacon should not be a gossip that 
repeats a private matter, a slanderer that speaks ill of another, or a liar whose 
words are unreliable. His or her word should be true.   

• “not addicted to much wine,” “sober-minded” (1 Tim. 3:8, 11): a Christian is not to be 
mastered by anything but the Lord, and being drunk on spirits and being filled with 
the Spirit are mutually exclusive (Eph. 5:18). A deacon is exemplary in this regard, 
and is not controlled by wine, drugs, pornography, gambling, gaming, or any other 
substance or activity.  

• “not greedy for dishonest gain” (1 Tim. 3:8): a deacon does not use his or her office 
for selfish gain, whether that is through financial exploitation or manipulation for 
personal advancement. 

• “hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience,” “faithful in all things” (1 Tim. 
3:9, 11): a deacon must hold fast to the gospel of Jesus Christ and live in a manner 
that is consistent with it. 

 
11 This command encompasses all the other “one-another” commands: to greet one another (Rom. 
16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:11-12; 1 Pet. 5:14), confess sins to one another (Jas. 5:16), care for one 
another (1 Cor. 12:24-25), serve one another (Gal. 5:14), bear one another's burdens (Gal. 6:2), 
encourage and edify one another (1 Thess. 5:11), exhort one another (Heb. 3:13), stir up one another 
to love and good works (Heb. 10:24-25), be patient with and forgive one another (Eph. 4:2, 32; Col. 
3:13), teach and admonish one another (Col. 3:16), and submit to one another (Eph. 5:21). 
12 For a summary table of these differences, see Appendix C. 
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• “tested first ... prove themselves blameless” (1 Tim. 3:10): 1 Timothy 5:24 warns, “The 
sins of some people are conspicuous, … but the sins of others appear 
later.” Throughout a period of testing, a deacon should prove blameless in meeting 
the above qualifications.  

 
Whenever Scripture lists the qualifications for church officers, it always addresses both the 
personal character and the family life of the candidate. Paul follows the same pattern here. 
Having addressed the personal character of male deacons in verses 8-10, and having 
addressed the personal character of female deacons in verse 11, Paul now turns to address 
the family life of deacons13: 
 

• “husband of one wife” (1 Tim. 3:12): A male deacon must be a “one-woman man” 
(and a female deacon must be a “one-man woman”). This does not mean that he 
has to be married, but that if he is married, that he must be the kind of man who 
has eyes and heart for one woman only.   

• “managing their children and their own households well”: The rationale behind this 
qualification is that married deacons are called to serve two families, their family, 
and God’s family, and the former functions as the testing ground for the latter. Their 
exemplary management of the home should manifest itself in respectful and 
obedient children. 

 
Qualifications for Ministry Leaders 
After instructing Titus to appoint qualified elders who give “give instruction in sound 
doctrine” (Titus 1:9), Paul exhorts Titus to instruct various demographic segments of the 
church in Crete to live in a manner that accords with “sound doctrine” (Titus 2:1). Since 
ministry leaders are exemplary church members, we expect them to meet the following 
qualifications, in addition to demonstrating a competency in their respective ministry area: 
 

 
13 Even though 1 Timothy 3:12 may be addressing male deacons in particular, it is not inappropriate 
to expect female deacons to meet these requirements for two reasons. First, the feminine noun 
form of the verb “manage” (προΐστημι) occurs in Romans 16:1-2, where Paul says, “I commend to 
you our sister Phoebe, a servant [i.e. deacon] of the church at Cenchreae, that you may welcome her 
in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints, and help her in whatever she may need from you, for she 
has been a patron (προστάτις) of many and of myself as well.” In that context, the word προστάτις 
means “a woman in a supportive role, patron, benefactor” (HALOT, "προστάτις"). Though the verb 
προΐστημι usually conveys leadership and rule that applies to heads of households, women, too, can 
“manage” household affairs in ways appropriate to their helpership (Gen. 2:18). For example, in 1 
Tim. 5:14, Paul exhorts younger widows to remarry, bear children, and “manage their households” 
(οἰκοδεσποτέω). Second, the Bible uses the masculine form of words even when referring to both 
men and women. So if we expect a male deacon to be the “husband of one wife,” literally “one-
woman man” (μιᾶς γυναικὸς ἄνδρες), then we should expect a female deacon to be a “one-man 
woman” (ἑνὸς ἀνδρὸς γυνή) (1 Tim. 5:9), i.e. faithful to her husband. 
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• “self-controlled” (Titus 2:2, 4, 5, 6, 12): Older men, older women,14 younger women, 
and younger men15 are all exhorted to be “self-controlled.” It means to be 
disciplined and in possession of oneself. The person who lacks self-control is 
controlled by his unruly desires: uncontrolled, angry outbursts; uncontrolled, snarky 
remarks; uncontrolled, lustful eyes; uncontrolled, distracted mind; uncontrolled, 
gluttonous appetite.  

• “sober-minded,” “not … slaves to much wine” (Titus 2:2, 3): Older men and older 
women are enjoined specifically to be “sober-minded,” or “not … slaves to much 
wine.” Perhaps because they have more time on their hands, Paul is especially 
concerned that they not be given to too much wine. Ministry leaders should be self-
controlled, not enslaved by alcohol, drugs, pornography, gambling, gaming, or any 
other substance or activity.  

• “dignified,” “reverent in behavior” (Titus 2:2, 3): Older men and older women should 
behave in a manner worthy of respect and esteem. The phrase, “reverent in 
behavior” literally means “behavior that is fitting for the temple.” They should 
comport themselves reverently, as if they are always in the presence of God 
Himself. Occasional unseemliness among younger men and women might be 
excused as youthfulness, but older men and women should take particular care to 
be dignified. 

• “sound in faith,” “teach[ing] what is good” (Titus 2:2, 3): The importance of “sound 
doctrine” or the “sound words” of the gospel is a prominent theme in the Pastoral 
Epistles (1 Tim. 1:10; 6:3; 2 Tim. 1:13; 4:3; Titus 1:9, 13; 2:1, 2). It is a medical 
metaphor that suggests that there is a kind of teaching that is wholesome and 
healthful as opposed to sickening and harmful. Titus 1:5-16 speaks of the need for 
overseers/elders of the church to “be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and 
also to rebuke those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9), and says that false teachers ought 
to be “rebuke[d] … sharply, that they may be sound in the faith” (Titus 1:13-14). Older 
men are not required to “be able to give instruction in sound doctrine,” but they are 
to be “sound in the faith.” This requirement is similar to that of deacons in 1 Tim. 
3:9, “They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.” Similarly, the 
older women are to “teach what is good.” The “good works” (Titus 2:7, 14) that 
“adorn the doctrine of God our Savior” (Titus 2:10) is a main theme of Titus 2, and the 
word “teach” is the same word that is used in verse 1 to refer to “sound doctrine.” So 
the idea of “teach[ing] what is good” goes all the way back to verse 1 of “teach[ing] 
what accords with sound doctrine,” namely the gospel of Jesus Christ. Older women, 

 
14 Older women are exhorted to “train the younger women,” and the word “train” (σωφρονίζω) in 
Greek is a verbal form of the noun “self-control” (σώφρων). “Self-control,” then, is a trait expected of 
all godly Christians. 
15 It is difficult to pin down what age makes a man or woman “older,” but in 1 Timothy 5, where he 
also has the same categories of people in mind (1 Tim. 5:1), Paul distinguishes “younger widows” (1 
Tim. 5:11) from older widows, whom he specifically defines as those who are “not less than sixty 
years of age” (1 Tim. 5:9). In other words, older people seem to be those who are past marriageable 
age, people in retirement age, people who would be considered seniors in our culture. 
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like the older men, are to have “sound faith,” which they can, then, teach the 
younger women.  

• “sound … in love, and in steadfastness” (Titus 2:2): belief is not divorced from 
behavior, and a sound “faith” produces sound “love” and “steadfastness,” which is a 
variation of the Pauline triad of “faith, hope, and love” (1 Cor. 13:13; cf. Rom. 5:1-5; 
Gal. 5:6; Eph. 1:15-23; Col. 1:4, 23; 1 Thess. 1:3; 3:6; 2 Thess. 1:3; Phil. 5; 1 Pet. 1:21). 
Older men are to exemplify love for God and neighbor and persevere with steadfast 
hope in their heavenly inheritance (cf. 1 Thess. 1:2-3; 5:8). As men age, they could 
grow increasingly grouchy rather than loving, and cynical rather than hopeful, but 
Christian older men ought to be sound in love and steadfastness. 

• “love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled, pure, working at home, 
kind, and submissive to their own husbands” (Titus 2:4-5): Paul assumes that most 
younger women will marry (a fair assumption especially in his time), and they, along 
with the older women who train them, should be exemplars in their home life. 
Depending on her cultural context, family dynamics, and financial situation, the 
specifics of how a woman loves her husband and children might look different, but 
every married woman is called by God to be a faithful helper to her husband and a 
mother to her children. This does not necessarily mean that a woman is homebound, 
but she should have a homeward orientation, because that is the sphere that God 
has specifically entrusted to Eve and her descendants (Gen. 2:18-25; 3:16, 20; Prov. 
31:10-31; 1 Tim. 2:15; 3:11; 5:13; Titus 2:5). She should be known for being modest 
and “pure,” and not for her physical allure (cf. 1 Tim. 2:9; 5:2), for being “kind” 
toward her family and “submissive” and supportive toward her husband (cf. 1 Tim. 
2:11; Col 3:18; Eph 5:21-23; 1 Pet 3:1).  

• “not slanderers” (Titus 2:3): To slander is to tear down and destroy someone with 
your words. It means to spread a bad report about somebody, regardless of its 
veracity. This is a particular vulnerability for women who tend to be more verbal 
than men16 and whose primary sphere is in the home where there are greater 
opportunities for gossip and slander (1 Tim. 5:13; cf. Gen. 2:18-25; 3:16, 20; Prov. 
31:10-31; 1 Tim. 2:15; 3:11; Titus 2:5), especially older women who do not have young 
children at home, and, therefore, have more leisure time. 

  

 
16 Onnela, J., Waber, B., Pentland, A. et al. Using sociometers to quantify social interaction 
patterns. Sci Rep 4, 5604 (2015) doi:10.1038/srep05604 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 

1. Why are you opting for a narrower delimitation of the deacon’s role? Why can’t 
deacons attend more broadly to any service or need in the life and worship of the 
church? 

a. There are two different philosophies of ministry that govern various 
churches and their worship. The regulative principle states that only what is 
mandated by Scripture or warranted as a good and necessary consequence 
of Scripture's statements is appropriate for the corporate expression of the 
church. An alternative is the normative principle, which teaches that whatever 
is not prohibited in Scripture is permitted in the corporate expression of the 
church, as long as it is agreeable to the peace and unity of the Church. We 
believe that the regulative principle is a necessary entailment of the 
Reformational axiom Scripture alone, which teaches the sufficiency and 
authority of Scripture for faith and life (2 Tim. 3:10-16), and that the 
normative principle is far too broad for particular application. For example, 
there is much that is not explicitly prohibited in Scripture that is nonetheless 
inappropriate for application in corporate worship (e.g. snake handling, 
which some churches have found agreeable to the peace and unity of the 
church). The regulative principle governs our church’s corporate worship, 
which is why we will never replace preaching of Scripture with a drama or a 
play of a Scripture passage, or hold digital, virtual church services, since 
corporate worship is prescribed in Scripture as an embodied experience. 
Similarly, what church officers do should be constrained by Scripture, not 
dictated by the trends of modern, church culture. Though there are some 
faithful churches who entrust to their deacons broader functions, we believe 
that a Biblical survey of the “deacon” word group leans toward a more 
restrictive definition (See Appendix A). Furthermore, our experience suggests 
the practical wisdom of a more restrictive definition for deacons. In 
appointing deacons for a variety of specialized tasks, we have found that our 
search for deacons has been driven firstly by people’s competencies, and 
only secondly by their character (in some cases we have had to wait for a year 
or more for competent individuals to meet the character requirements). We 
believe this is Biblically backwards and that it betrays a faulty understanding 
about the role of deacons. Moreover, we have noticed a gap in our church’s 
ministry to the people in need among us. The tasks that we see deacons do 
in the New Testament have sometimes been unattended to and frequently 
thrusted upon the elders who are already stretched thinly. We believe that a 
properly functioning diaconate will correct this. 

2. What does this mean for our current deacons? 
a. Our current deacons will continue to serve as ministry leaders, but will no 

longer occupy the office of deacon. This allows for greater flexibility for 
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delegating leadership responsibilities to qualified men and women involved 
in various ministries, since providing leadership to various ministries is not 
exclusively reserved for deacons. This also means we will need to start our 
search for deacons afresh, using the Diaconal Internship process outlined 
below.  

3. What is the difference between a ministry leader and a deacon? 
a. A deacon is a biblically-sanctioned officer that serves a biblically-mandated 

function of caring for the church members in need; a ministry leader is a 
church member who serves in the administration of various other functions 
of the church that are useful and helpful, but not, strictly speaking, needful.  

4. What are the roles and qualifications of ministry leaders? 
a. Though the Bible does not require that we have a band or choir, website, 

social media accounts, or a building, these are helpful to have in the modern 
world. The ministry leader uses his or her gifts to serve in these ways, without 
getting distracted from listening to God’s Word and caring for one another. 
Moreover, because they lead ministry teams, we still look for basic character 
qualifications that we expect of exemplary Christians (Titus 2:1-6, 11-14), in 
addition to the specific competencies that pertain to their respective 
ministries.  

5. Are only deacons responsible for caring for the needs of the church? 
a. Acts 2:44-45 tell us that “all who believed were together and had all things in 

common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and 
distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need.” All shared with one 
another, but we also see in Acts 6:1-7 that certain leaders were chosen to 
distribute food among the Greek widows. All serve one another and care for 
one another, but deacons lead in this service.  
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APPENDIX A: A BIBLICAL SURVEY OF THE 
“DEACON” WORD GROUP 
 
The primary role of “deacons” must be inferred from the Greek word group “service,” 
“serve,” and “servant” in Scripture. The word “service” or “ministry” (διακονία) can refer to 
“varieties of service” (1 Cor. 12:5; cf. Rom. 12:7), such as acts of hospitality (Luke 10:40), 
distribution of food (Acts 6:1), financial aid (Acts 11:29; 12:25; Rom. 15:31; 2 Cor. 8:4; 9:1, 
12-13; 11:8; 16:15), angelic ministry to the saints (Heb. 1:14), ministry of the 
word/gospel/Spirit/righteousness/reconciliation (Acts 6:4; 20:24; 21:19; Rom. 11:13; 2 Cor. 
3:7-9; 4:1; 5:18; 6:3; 2 Tim. 4:5, 11), the Apostolic ministry (Acts 1:17, 25), ministry in the 
Lord (Col. 4:17; 1 Tim. 1:12), and the saints’ work of ministry (Eph. 4:12; Rev. 2:19). 
 
Similarly, the verb “to serve” or “to minister” (διακονέω) occurs in various contexts 
throughout the New Testament, and can mean “to render a selfless service” (Matt. 20:28; 
Mark 10:45; John 12:26; 1 Pet. 1:12), “to attend to, care for” (Matt. 4:11; 8:15; 27:55; Mark 
1:13, 31; 15:41; Luke 4:39), “to provide aid, help, meet a need” (Matt. 25:44; Luke 8:3; Acts 
19:22; Rom. 15:25; 2 Cor. 3:3; 8:19-20; 2 Tim. 1:18; Philem. 13; Heb. 6:10; 1 Pet. 4:10-11), or, 
more specifically, “to wait on someone at table” (Luke 10:40; 12:37; 17:8; 22:26-27; Acts 6:2; 
John 12:2). Though the word can be used generally with several different nuances, it has an 
overarching sense of meeting the basic necessities of life. Matthew 25:44 offers a good 
summary of what it means to “serve” or “minister,” “… Lord, when did we see you hungry or 
thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ To “minister” 
or “serve” is to meet the needs of the hungry, thirsty, stranger, naked, sick, or the 
imprisoned, etc. It is this semantic range that must inform our understanding of the role of 
deacons in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. 
 
The word for “deacon” (διάκονος) is also used more generally to mean “servant” or 
“minister” in a wide range of roles, including waiters at weddings (John 2:5, 9), royal 
attendants (Matt. 22:13), servants of Satan (2 Cor. 11:15), servant of sin (Gal. 2:17), 
servant/minister of God/Christ (John 12:26; Rom. 13:4; 1 Cor. 3:5; 2 Cor. 6:4; 11:23; Eph. 
6:21; Col. 1:7; 4:7; 1 Tim. 4:6), and servant/minister of the gospel/new covenant (Eph. 3:7; 2 
Cor. 3:6; Col. 1:23). Furthermore, in the pattern of Christ who “came not to be served but to 
serve” (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45), who “became a servant to the circumcised to show God’s 
truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs” (Rom. 15:8), and who 
taught His disciples, “whoever would be great among you must be your servant” (Matt. 
20:26; Mark 10:43; cf. Matt. 23:11; Mark 9:35), leaders of the church are called servants of 
the church (Col. 1:25). This communicates the fact that church leaders are to discharge 
their duties humbly and selflessly, as Christ did. It does not nullify their authority or 
leadership responsibilities, nor does it negate the existence of an office specifically 
dedicated to meeting the temporal needs of church members. All ministries are a service, 
but there is nonetheless a ministry of service. The diaconate in view in 1 Timothy 3:8-13 
and Philippians 1:1 appears to fulfill just such a role.    
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APPENDIX B: CAN WOMEN BE DEACONS? 
 
Given that the Office of Deacon is a need-serving role, rather than a Word-serving role, 
women may serve as deacons without violating 1 Timothy 2:11-15’s prohibition of a woman 
“teach[ing] or exercise[ing] authority over a man.” Even though the Greek word for 
“deacon” (διάκονος) appears to be masculine, it is a common-gendered noun that can be 
masculine or feminine in the same form. For example, in Romans 16:1 Paul speaks of 
Phoebe as a “[deacon] (διάκονον) of the church at Cenchreae.”17 Though the word 
translated “deacon” can simply mean “servant” in a generic sense, the attached descriptor 
“of the church” suggests that it was a more formal, recognized role. Moreover, Paul seldom, 
if ever, uses the word “deacon” to refer to a general “service” of Christians.18 The 
deaconship of Phoebe is also corroborated by a 4th century tombstone inscription on the 
Mount of Olives, which says, "Here lies the slave and bride of Christ, Sophia, deacon, the 
second Phoibe, who fell asleep in peace on the 21st of the month of March during the 11th 
indiction ... the Lord God ..."19 Another woman deacon named “Sophia” is here described as 
a “second Phoebe.” 
 
1 Timothy 3:8-13 also makes provisions for female deacons. Though the ESV translates the 
first word of verse 11 as “their wives,” the Greek word is simply "women," without an article 
or personal pronoun. The word is not even in a possessive (i.e. genitive) case, so there is no 
warrant for translating it as “their wives.” It is better rendered simply as “women” (as the 
NASB does), and, in the context of the passage, “women deacons” are implied. This is why 
the qualifications for male deacons in 3:8-9 and female deacons in 3:11 are nearly identical. 
Both must be “dignified” (v. 8; v. 11), “not double-tongued” (v. 8) and “not slanderers” (v. 11), 
“not addicted to much wine” (v. 8) and “sober-minded” (v. 11), and hold the mystery of the 
“faith” (v. 9) with a clear conscience and be “faithful” (v. 11).  
 
Furthermore, the conjunction “likewise” in verse 8 marks the transition from the discussion 
of elders to deacons. The same word in verse 11, then, probably indicates the beginning of 
a distinct subsection,20 which fits the transition from a discussion of male deacons to 

 
17 There are other historical examples of female deacons. For example, in his correspondence with 
Emperor Trajan, Pliny the Younger writes about how he tortured and interrogated two Christians, 
who were called "deaconesses." Pliny the Younger, “Epistulae Vol X, No. 96,” 
http://www.tyrannus.com/pliny_let.html.  
18 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse, F. F. Bruce, and Gordon D. Fee, 
The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 
1996), 914n.8. 
19 G. H. R. Horsley, New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, vol. 4 (North Ryde, N.S.W.: Ancient 
History Documentary Research Center, Macquarie University, 1987), §122.3–4, 239. 
20 Jennifer H. Stiefel, “Women Deacons in 1 Timothy: A Linguistic and Literary Look at ‘Women 
Likewise’,” New Testament Studies 41, no. 1 (1995), 447-448. 
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female Deacons. If Paul is listing the qualifications for deacons’ wives, it is curious why he 
would omit a list of qualifications for elders' wives. 
 
Faithful, reliable exegetes of Scripture among the Church Fathers, such as John 
Chrysostom,21 Clement of Alexandria,22 and Theodoret of Cyrus,23 take 1 Timothy 3:11 as a 
reference to “women deacons,” and other Church Fathers like Origen of Alexandria, 
Epiphanius of Salamis, Basil of Caesarea, and Gregory of Nyssa, as well as the Canons of 
the Council of Nicaea from 325 AD, take the existence of “deaconesses” for granted. There 
is also a 3rd century church manual entitled Teachings of the Apostles, which includes 
directions about appointing deaconesses: 
 

Wherefore, O bishop, appoint thee workers of righteousness as helpers who may co-
operate with thee unto salvation. Those that please thee out of all the people thou shalt 
choose and appoint as deacons: a man for the performance of the most things that are 
required, but a woman for the ministry of women. For there are houses whither thou 
canst not send a deacon to the women, on account of the heathen, but mayest send a 
deaconess. … For this cause we say that the ministry of a woman deacon is especially 
needful and important. For our Lord and Saviour also was ministered unto by women 
ministers, “Mary Magdalene, and Mary the daughter of James and mother of Jose, and 
the mother of the sons of Zebedee” [Matt. 27:56], with other women beside. And thou 
also hast need of the ministry of a deaconess for many things; for a deaconess is 
required to go into the houses of the heathen where there are believing women, and to 
visit those who are sick, and to minister to them in that of which they have need, and to 
bathe those who have begun to recover from sickness.24 

  

 
21 John Chrysostom, “Homilies on the Epistles of St. Paul the Apostle to Timothy, Titus, and 
Philemon,” trans. and ed. Philip Schaff, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, 14 vols. (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 13:441. 
22 Henry Chadwick, John Ernest Leonard Oulton, Alexandrian Christianity: Selected Translations of 
Clement and Origine in The Library of Christian Classics, vol. 2 (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 
1954), III.vi.53:3-4. 
23 Theodoret of Cyrus, Commentary on the Letters of St. Paul, vol. 2, tr. Robert Charles Hill (Brookline, 
MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2001), 219. 
24 Kirby, Peter. "Didascalia Apostolorum." Early Christian Writings. 2019. 12 Dec. 2019 
<http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/didascalia.html>. XVI.iii.12. 
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APPENDIX C: ELDER, DEACON, AND MINISTRY 
LEADER 
 

 Elder Deacon Ministry Leader 
Is it a church 
office? 

Yes Yes No 

Does the role 
involve 
teaching and 
governing 
authority?  

Yes No No 

Is it restricted 
to men? 

Yes No No 

What is his or 
her primary 
role?  

Ministry of the Word 
and prayer 

Ministry of the Table 
(meeting the 
temporal needs of 
the saints) 

Other useful 
ministries that serve 
the church but are 
not mandated by 
Scripture 

Whom do they 
lead? 

The whole church with 
regard to the ministry 
of the word and prayer 

The whole church 
with regard to the 
ministry of the table 

His or her respective 
ministry team 
members 

How is the 
candidate 
chosen for 
appointment? 

(1) Member 
nomination, (2) 
Candidate Application, 
(3) Eldership Interview, 
(4) Pastoral Internship, 
(5) Pastoral Residency, 
(6) Denominational 
testing, (7) Church 
Affirmation and 
Ordination 

(1) Member 
Nomination, (2) 
Candidate 
Application, (3) 
Eldership Interview, 
(4) Diaconal 
Internship, (5) 
Church Affirmation 
and Appointment 

(1) Ministry Team 
Member Nomination, 
(2) Eldership Interview 
(3) Eldership 
Appointment 

How is the 
candidate 
removed from 
the office or 
service? 

Voluntary resignation, 
or disqualification (1 
Tim. 3:1-7) established 
by a charge brought by 
two or three members 
(1 Tim. 5:19) 

Voluntary 
resignation, or 
disqualification (1 
Tim. 3:8-13) 
established by a 
charge brought by 
two or three 
members or by the 
eldership 

Non-renewal of one-
year service term, 
voluntary resignation, 
disqualification (Titus 
2:1-6, 11-14), 
established by a 
charge brought by 
two or three 
members or by the 
eldership 
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DIACONAL INTERNSHIP 
 

1. Member Nomination 
• This step ensures that the candidate is sufficiently involved in the church 

community/life and that the wider body recognizes his or her character and gifting. 
• A person who receives at least three member nominations will be considered for 

Diaconal Internship (no self-nominations, and no campaigning).  
 

2. Candidate Application 
• If s/he accepts the nomination, the nominee is, then, required to read Humility by 

C.J. Mahaney, and fill out a deaconship self-evaluation form. 
 
3. Eldership Interview 
• The Eldership will interview the nominee and ask questions regarding his or her 

responses on the self-evaluation form and on the content of the required reading. 
• If the interview raises red flags, the candidate will not be allowed to continue to the 

Diaconal Internship until concerns are resolved.  
 

4. Diaconal Internship 
• The candidate is “tested” according to 1 Timothy 3:10 during this phase. The 

diaconal intern will be announced to the church, and the congregation will submit 
input to the elders throughout the process. http://bit.do/deaconfeedback 

• The intern is required to read Helping Without Hurting in Church Benevolence by Steve 
Corbett and Brian Fikkert. 

 
5. Congregational Affirmation and Appointment 
• The candidate who receives a super-majority vote from the congregation will be 

appointed for a one-year term of service, up for renewal at the end of each year.  
 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Deacon Nomination Form 
All nominees must be (1) members of Trinity Cambridge Church, who (2) meet the Biblical 
requirements, and (3) are currently serving the church in some capacity. You must be a member 
of Trinity Cambridge Church to nominate someone for deaconship, and you may do that by 
filling out this form and placing it in the offering box or giving it to the church secretary. 
 
Your Name: 
Nominee’s Name:  
Reasons for Nomination: 


