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1 Timothy 3:8-13 The Servants of the Church - Deacons

Last week we looked at the first 7 verses of 1 Timothy 3, where Paul discussed the
overseers or Elders of the church. | described the Elders as the leaders of the Church. He
began by discussing the Elders or Pastors of the church, and we saw that their role was
overall leadership and teaching and that the expectation is that there is more than one of
them. Today Paul’s discussion of leadership continues by looking at the other church office
of Deacon, who are the Servants of the Church. And so, Paul continues his words to this
young pastor, Timothy, whom he is mentoring, by saying in 1Timothy 3:8 “Deacons
likewise...” Remember from last week, he has just finished giving the qualifications for
Elders. He is basically saying, there are similar requirements for Deacons, and when we look
through this list, there is a lot of overlap between the requirements for Elders and Deacons.
In fact, the places where the lists are different show the distinctions between the two
offices. As | said regarding elders, they are not super Christians and neither are Deacons,
they are both supposed to be living the faithful life that all Christians are called to lead.

Just as we did with the terms for Elder, | want to start by walking through the New
Testament first to discover what was meant by the term Deacon. The New Testament does
not actually say a lot about Deacons, so we need to be careful in drawing conclusions. In the
book of Acts, we find the first idea of Deacons. Let’s read Acts 6:1-6 to see the beginnings
of Deacons, “Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint
by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in
the daily distribution. 2 And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said,
“It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. 3
Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit
and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer
and to the ministry of the word.” 5 And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and
they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and
Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 These they set
before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them.” The men we see here
are not called Deacons, but it is likely this original group formed the office that by the time
Paul writes 1Timothy was clearly an office of Deacon.

From this passage, we get a good understanding that the role of Deacon is for the purpose
of unity in the church. There was disunity in the church because the Greek (what the ESV
called Hellenist) widows were being neglected in the food that was given to widows each
day to help them out as there were no social welfare structures to take care of those
without children to take care of them. This was still early in the church, so the elders were
the 12 apostles. They called the entire church together (the full number of the disciples) and
the solution they proposed was to choose Deacons. | pointed out in the sermon on church
government that it was the church body itself who chose the Deacons. The Jerusalem
church chose 7 men to serve as Deacons, but there does not seem to be a need to stick to
only 7. The number is not really significant. It was the number that church needed. Each
church is free to choose as many or as few as they need. We stick to this principle in the
new Constitution, which was a change we had already made in our current Constitution by
removing limitations on the number. These men were chosen and prayed over. This is what
happens when we ordain Deacons even today. We simply recognize their calling by the Holy
Spirit and choosing by the church and then pray over them.

Now that we have looked at the origin of Deacons, it is useful to examine the word itself and
how it is used in Scripture. There were three different words for elders in the Bible, but for
Deacon, there is only one word, diaconos. The word literally means one who serves. It



comes up often in the New Testament, but its not always easy to see whether it is referring
to the office of Deacon or simply any type of service performed by someone. You will see
the word translated sometimes as “minister.” Colossians 1:7 calls Epaphras, “a faithful
minister of Christ on your behalf.” “...Faithful minister” is the phrase faithful diakonos or
faithful Deacon. It does seem like the term Minister applies to the role of Deacon more than
to the office of Elder, although historically, it has been applied to pastors. Unfortunately,
using the term minister would cause confusion if applied to non-elders in the church today.

Looking at how Deacons were used in the book of Acts and the various people who may be
referred to as Deacons in the New Testament, we can get a picture of how Deacons can
serve in the church and be organized for ministry. On this point the Bible is pretty silent, but
of course Acts shows them taking care of food distribution for widows. This is a practical
concern, and gives us an idea that the practical matters of the church that are not related
to the teaching and spiritual direction and leadership of the church are best left to Deacons
to manage. Going back to Acts 6:2 and 4, notice what the Apostles, the Elders of the
church said they were supposed to focus on. “It is not right that we should give up
preaching the word of God to serve tables. ... 4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and
to the ministry of the word.” They listed three tasks that were supposed to be the focus of
the elders - preaching, prayer, ministry of the Word. Ministry of the Word goes with the
preaching task of the Elder. That leaves a whole lot of other stuff that happens in any group
of people that needs to be taken care of, especially a group of people called to be unified as
the body of Christ and represent a loving body like no other organization on earth can do. In
our modern day setting, we have buildings that need taken care of. Our Sunday School
program requires management of teacher schedules and materials to be ordered. Now an
Elder can do those things, but they are probably better left to Deacons. Elders are
responsible to God for the worship that happens when the church gathers, but there are
logistical parts to the worship service that are better looked after by others - ushers,
greeters, sound board technicians, musician schedules, Proclaim software computer
operators, even actually leading the music used to worship God. If you look at all of these
ministries, they involve people, and as in the book of Acts, people will have disagreements. It
is the Deacons who God has called to the task of unifying all of these people in ministry as
each person seeks to find their place of service in the body of Christ. The proposed
Constitution will put in writing this very idea for our Deacons that we have begun to do
under our current Constitution. We define that Deacons will lead our ministries and take
care of issues that are not pastoral in nature. We also realized that some of those Deacons
are serving in roles that go on past a three year term of office, so we made provisions in the
Constitution for them to continue to serve as long as the church needs them and continues
to approve them for those roles.

Now that we have seen how the Bible defines the role of Deacon, let’s go back to 1Timothy
3 and see who should be a Deacon. 1Timothy 3:8 begins, Deacons likewise must be
dignified. This means that they are to be men (and women as we will see) worthy of respect.
Just as above reproach laid the foundation for the overseers, being a man or woman worthy
of respect in the eyes of others sets the foundation for being a Deacon. Then he goes into a
list of positive and negative traits about just what this means. He says they are not double-
tongued. They are honest and trustworthy. Just as with the overseer, they are not to be a
drunkard, except here Paul says, not addicted to much wine. Again, alcohol in Scripture is
never forbidden, but it is made clear over and over again that drunkenness is a sin and a
person who cannot control alcohol should not be considered for church leadership. Again,
just like the elder, Paul warns against a love of money when he continues by saying, not
greedy for dishonest gain. Because of the nature of their service, Deacons directly manage



a larger amount of a church’s income than the pastors, which is healthy for the church.
Between building and grounds and ordering material for Sunday School and those
overseeing the actual counting of the offering, not to mention our Treasurer who in the
proposed Constitution would serve as a Deacon while still being nominated separately,
Deacons manage most of our money. That means you need trustworthy people who know
how to wisely use money, but are not controlled by money and greed.

9 They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. The mystery of the faith
is the truth of the gospel. The Deacons must hold strong convictions on the truth of the
Gospel. But, it cannot be just a faith of academic knowledge and “knowing the right
answers.” The Deacons as all of us are to hold the faith, with a clear conscience. In other
words, doing the truth, living the Gospel, not simply saying that you believe the gospel. In
that first group of Deacons chosen in Acts was a man named Stephen. Right after being
chosen as a Deacon we see him become the first Christian put to death for his faith, after
giving an impassioned public address defending Jesus as the Messiah. This was a Deacon
who not only knew about Jesus, but knew Jesus enough to die for him. May all of us have
this same commitment. It is the requirement that a Deacon’s faith be lived out, not just
declared by their words that leads directly to verse 10, 10 And let them also be tested first;
then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless.

Just because Paul only says to test the Deacons, does not mean don’t test in the same way
as Elders. That is why he says Pastors should not be young Christians, but have a clear
history of serving Christ. The Deacons do not seem to need to have a long history of faith,
but they do have to show a life that currently exemplifies and shows their faith. It comes
back to this same word we discussed last week with pastors, -:-blameless. There should not
be people that can bring accusations against them that their lives do not match up with their
professed beliefs. The testing process can look different from church to church. Under the
new Constitution all nominations for Deacons will go through examination by the Elders and
of course final approval by the Congregation. Because Deacon is not a role that includes the
ability to teach the Word of God and the people of God, the focus of any examination should
be just this idea of blamelessness. For Elders we would involve a public time of examination
by the congregation, although it doesn’t seem like it is something that has to be done for
Deacons. But, the reason we show the names of nominated Deacons and of course future
Elders in business meeting agendas is so that if a member knows a reason why a nominated
person should not serve, they can bring that issue to me or to the other Elders or the
Deacons in a private way. The congregation must be involved in the testing process.

As the passage continues to verse 11, we come to a point of disagreement between
churches. | know | didn’t spend a lot of time on it, but | hope its clear why we believe that
the Bible restricts the office of Elder to men. Please, if it is not clear, come talk to me
personally and we can discuss it. However, when it comes to the office of Deacon, we as a
church and | as a pastor believe is open to both men and women. Verse 11 in the English
Standard Version says, 11 Their wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-
minded, faithful in all things. | know this version translates this in a way that appears to be
saying the wives of the male Deacons, but the word in Greek for wife and woman is the
same word. A better translation is the alternative translation found in the ESV footnotes,
which says women, which is the way the Japanese ShinKaiYukuSeisho2017 interprets it as
well. It would be odd to speak to the wives of Deacons and not the wives of Elders. There
are other Biblical passages that seem to likely show women holding the office of Deacon.
Romans 16:1 says, “| commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church at
Cenchreae,” The word, servant, is the word for Deacon. Some English translations will



translate it that way, although the ESV and the ShinKaiYaku do not. It does seem that
Phoebe was being commended for her filling a specific role in the church rather than being
just a generically ministry minded person.

Notice that Paul is basically repeating that the women should be dignified, the same as he
started the Deacon qualifications with, then he says, not slanderers, in other words not
tearing down others in gossip, and closes specifically by saying faithful in all things. This is
simply repeating in a different way the aspect of blamelessness. Faithful commitment to
service and ministry should characterize the life of a Deacon. It is not something gained
after becoming a Deacon, but recognized as already existing in the person chosen for that
office. Paul then continues in verse 12 with the same phrase to the men who are Deacons
as he gave to the elders. 12 Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing their
children and their own households well. This is the same understanding as the elder - to be
a one woman kind of man. To be currently free from anything in your life that would make
people doubt your faithfulness to your marriage. It does not necessarily mean never
divorced but could likely be saying not to choose someone who struggles with lust and
pornography. Again, as with the elders, how a man is as a father, and here it would apply to
women as mothers, says a lot about their character and how they will work with others in
the church. Then, Paul closes with verse 13, 13 For those who serve well as deacons gain a
good standing for themselves and also great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.
This standing or reputation could in the church or their standing before their Savior as a
faithful servant of Jesus Christ. The more you serve Jesus Christ, which is the primary role
of a Deacon, but also all Christians, the stronger your faith grows in the one who empowers
your service, Jesus Christ. And it is faith in Jesus Christ that is the foundation of all of our
service.

Let me close on that note. Whether God calls you to be an Elder or a Deacon, or one of the
many dedicated members of the Body of Christ who faithfully serves Christ with the gifts
you are given, it is all built upon faith in Jesus Christ. You cannot work your way into God’s
grace or into his good will, even by being a Deacon. Our sin is too bad and too deep and too
much of an offense against God for us to ever atone for it to a holy and perfectly righteous
God by doing any form of service, including serving as a Deacon, or Sunday School
Teacher---or pastor. We must acknowledge that we are a sinner and repent of our sin by
turning away from it and accepting that Jesus Christ paid the punishment for that sin by
dying on the cross in our place. It is that faith in Jesus Christ that our service, our good
works, then flow from. As Ephesians 2:10 says, For we are his workmanship, created in
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.
What service, what good works did God prepare for you to do? It may not be to be a
Deacon, but it is to do something. Let’s pray.



