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Introduction 
If you will, join me in the book of 1 Timothy as we continue the sermon series “Sound 
Doctrine and Sound Living.” Today I’d like to talk about “Church Leadership, Part 2” 
concerning the “Deacons” of the church. 

Preparing for this sermon allowed me to reflect on the many deacons I’ve had the joy 
and privilege of serving with throughout the course of my ministry. As just a wee lad 
of the age 19, in the first church I served (Pleasant Hill Baptist Church in Ashland), 
Tim Needham was a deacon there at that time ages ago! :) 

The church that licensed/ordained me, Doty Chapel Baptist Church in Shannon, will 
always have a special place in my heart for the deacons who loved me and helped 
shape my life and ministry in profound ways: Eddie Baker, Mike Wilson, James 
Oswalt, and others. 

Hunsinger Lane Baptist Church in Louisville, KY, where I actually served as a deacon 
while I was in seminary, had many precious deacons that still encourage me from afar: 
Paul Bruce, Brian Nichter, Paul Crowe, Larry Edlin, and many others whom I love for 
their distinguished service and incredible impact on me. 

The first church I pastored, Mackville Baptist Church, where I really learned to lead 
deacons, blessed me with men like Bobby Lee Russell, Gary Carney, Sam Stumph, 
whom I still love and consider friends. 

And of course, First Baptist Church Ripley! I cannot begin to overstate how blessed we 
are with the Deacons who serve and have served our congregation. Although we get a 
different batch each year (4 rotate off; 4 rotate on), over the last 6 years I’ve grown in 
tremendous respect for each man that our church chooses as deacon. I love each 
deacon with a special kind of affection and appreciation, and each one has influenced 
my life and ministry in profound ways. We are blessed! 

So now, our text this week helps us get our minds around the office of “deacon”—
those who serve and support the local church in tangible, practical ways. Let’s READ 
1 Timothy 3:8-13, then PRAY.  

Exposition 
To begin, let’s take note of two obvious but important aspects of verses 1-13. 
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First, note the DISTINCTION between the two offices Paul outlines: overseer and 
deacon. They are not one and the same, but different roles with different (but 
complementary purposes). Overseers (aka pastors/elders) have a responsibility to 
watch over, lead, shepherd, and teach the church. Deacons have a responsibility to 
serve (that’s what diakonos means, “servant”), manage practical ministry matters in the 
church, and supplement/support the work of the overseers. 

That these are two distinct offices is again highlighted in Paul’s introductory greeting 
to the Philippians: “To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, including the 
overseers and deacons” (1:1). 

And in Acts 6:1-6, seven men were chosen by the church in Jerusalem to serve and 
meet specific needs in the congregation, so that the overseers could devote themselves 
to prayer and the ministry of the Word, especially preaching/evangelism. 

Second, note the SIMILARITIES between the two offices Paul outlines: the profile 
and characteristics of those who are qualified to serve. As I mentioned last Sunday, the 
emphasis in this description of qualifications is more about character than competency, 
although competency is most certainly applicable for those who are called to lead and 
serve. But the point is more about who the person is rather than what he can do for the 
church. 

As for deacon qualifications, let’s jump right in. 

His personal character. As similarly mentioned in verse 2 for overseers, Paul begins 
with the kind of self-mastery that reveals strong personal character. Verse 8 begins this 
list of qualifications with a general, overarching requirement: “worthy of respect.” A 
deacon’s character and reputation is in view here, and respectability is of utmost 
importance. Is this man highly regarded because he is upright and honorable as a 
person, as a Christian? 

Is he sincere, trustworthy? Paul adds the requirement that a deacon is “not 
hypocritical.” Literally, dilogous here means “double-tongued.” Hypocrisy, in biblical 
terms, is “wearing a mask”—presenting as one way to someone but another way to 
someone else. And to be “double-tongued,” we might say, is “speaking out of both 
sides of the mouth.” A deacon must not be this way—must not say one thing to one 
person but a different thing to the next. Problems abound if this is the case! 

Instead, a deacon should be the kind of man whom Will Rogers described as “not 
afraid to sell the family parrot to the town gossip!”  His yes means yes and his means 1

no. You can trust this kind of person because his character is not hypocritical. 

Hughes and Chapell, 1-2 Timothy and Titus [PTW], 88.1
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And, similar to overseers above, Paul mentions the deacon’s relationship with alcohol 
and money: “not drinking a lot of wine, not greedy for money.” They must not be 
known for these things. Os Guinness put it well: a deacon must not be drunk on wine 
or money. Huge red flags here that the congregation would do well to recognize and 
avoid, if a person makes alcohol or money central to their lives, letting them dominate 
their actions and appetites. 

His doctrinal conviction. Next, in verse 9, Paul requires that deacons hold “the 
mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.” Deacons are not merely those who excel 
in practical acumen, but also those who have strong spiritual and biblical conviction.  

They are to hold the “mystery of the faith.” “Mystery is a term commonly used by Paul 
to describe something that was once hidden but is now revealed to those who have 
spiritual discernment. Here it means the good news of the gospel. It is called ‘the 
mystery of the gospel’ in Ephesians 6:19.”  2

By requirement, deacons are not expected to be “able to teach” like the overseers are. 
But deacons are expected to know the gospel and affirm biblical truth. And this “with a 
clear conscience.” The goal of Paul’s instruction is “love that comes from … a good 
conscience” (1:5). And he wants Timothy to fulfill his task as one “having faith and a 
good conscience” unlike some who do not and have gone astray (1:19). Up against 
those false teachers, and many who will depart from the faith (4:1), deacons are to be 
shining examples of those who, with a clear conscience, believe and affirm biblical 
truth, especially the glorious gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

A good, clean conscience is important. But it is only as important as to how it is 
governed by the Scriptures! “Jonathan Edwards likened conscience to a sundial and 
God’s Word to the sun. Only the light of the sun will give the correct reading. 
Moonlight cannot work. Candlelight is folly. Both will mislead you. The sunlight of 
Scripture will always tell the truth.”  3

His proven record. Deacons are to “be tested first,” verse 10 tells us. Some 
commentators describe this as a “probationary period” for review,  but I think it is 4

simpler than that. Has there been adequate time to observe and examine a person’s life/
character to merit qualification for service in this office? Just as a church should not be 
hasty in appointing someone as an elder too soon (6:22), so also, a church should not 
be hasty in appointing someone as a deacon without having examined their character, 
beliefs, and gifts. 

Ibid, 89.2

Ibid.3

Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles [TNTC] 99; Stott, The Message of 1 Timothy & Titus [BST], 100-101.4
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His distinguished home life. Again, verse 12 is similar to the qualifications for 
overseers in verses 2, 4-5 above. Marital fidelity is essential (“husbands of one wife”), 
as is competent management of children and the home overall. If overseers and 
deacons have homes in disarray and disorder, then the likelihood is high that their mis-
management of the church will lead to disarray and disorder. Paul’s “logic is 
impeccable, and the outcome is predictable, whether the church heeds this advice or 
rejects it.”  5

Now, as for “wives” mentioned in verse 11. Seems like an odd inclusion here, at the 
very least, since Paul does not single out the wives of overseers in that section. What’s 
going on here? 

Some, dare I say most, NT scholars argue that this verse refers to female deacons, 
“deaconesses.”  The arguments make sense, and we at least have to consider the 6

possibility that that is in view here. I don’t think so, and I believe that what Paul is 
doing is intentional for the work and ministry of those who serve as deacons. For three 
reasons: 

1. Verses 8-13 is a section on deacons, and one of the requirements is that they be 
“husbands of one wife.” Verse 11 fits into that flow of argument, and notice, 
that there is no marital qualification for these women as there is for overseers 
and deacons specifically. 

2. The term used here, gunaikas, can be translated simply as “women” (as it is in 
2:9), or as “wives” (as it is in 3:12). Why would Paul’s word mean something 
unique here when the context all around it determines otherwise? 

3. Deacons’ wives will most definitely participate in the practical and social 
ministry of their husbands, unlike the wives of overseers, who will not share in 
the oversight or teaching ministries of their husbands. 

So for deacons’ wives, their character is also considered and examined and they must 
also be found “faithful in everything” as a subset of the deacon’s qualification. 
Deacons’ wives are to be “worthy of respect” and “self-controlled” like their husbands. 
And they, too, must be models of trustworthy speech: “no slanderers.” Why this term? 
A deacons’ wife is going to be privy to many of the needs and problems in the church 
that deacons are managing/serving. She must not tear down those who struggle or need 
help. The term is diabolous, the same word translated as devil or slanderer!  

Finally, in verse 13, Paul mentions a two-fold reward for deacons who serve well: (1) a 
good standing and a great boldness. This should be expected, right? A servant will 
receive his reward from his master. Part of that reward is “rank” or “a step up,” 
meaning deacons will be elevated in the eyes of the church for their faithful service. 

Hughes and Chapell, 91.5

See the arguments in Köstenberger, Commentary on 1-2 Timothy & Titus [BTCP], 131-134.6
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And even more, deacons who serve well will gain a great boldness in their faith in 
Christ—assurance and confidence before the Lord who entrusted such service to them. 

Conclusion 
It’s evident that church leadership is vitally important, if we are to govern how people 
are to behave in the household of God (3:15)—as the leadership goes, so goes the 
church. 

Those in church leadership should be worth imitating—men above reproach and 
worthy of respect, examples to follow in the faith and ministry of the gospel. Because, 
the men who serve in these offices should be imitating Jesus, the episkopos and 
diakonos par excellence.  

Peter actually refers to Jesus as “the Shepherd and Overseer [episkopos] of your souls” 
(1 Peter 2:25). Jesus is our true pastor and overseer! But Jesus preferred to refer to 
himself as a deacon, a servant. Luke 22:27 says, “For who is greater, the one at the 
table or the one serving? Isn’t it the one at the table? But I am among you as the one 
who serves.” Jesus is our true deacon. It’s what he came to do as he reminds us in 
Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many.” 

What an honor that Jesus would delegate such responsibility to us to share in his 
ministry among God’s people and to reflect his character in leadership and service! 

The men I mentioned at the start of this sermon have served well, they all have good 
standing and great boldness in the faith. May we all aspire, especially those who serve 
as deacons, to live and serve well, that we might influence others toward godliness and 
share the gospel boldly to make disciples for Christ. 

PRAYER and INVITATION
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