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The Church is no mere organization.  It is a spiritual entity, which Scripture identifies as the ‘body 
of Christ’ (Ephesians 1:22-23; Colossians 1:24) with Christ as the Head (Ephesians 4:15, 5:23; 
Colossians 1:18, 2:19); the collection of God’s people (Ephesians 2:19; 1 Peter 2:10); a spiritual 
building with Jesus as the cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20-22).  Therefore, the process of selecting 
leaders of this spiritual entity, which represents and incarnates Jesus Christ himself, is a significant 
responsibility requiring humble prayer and thoughtful examination as to what the Scriptures teach 
regarding the qualifications of officers.  
 
Because of the Church’s spiritual dynamics, officers are no mere organizational leaders.  They are, 
according to biblical standards, to be Christians who demonstrate a combination of godly 
character, faithful commitment, and significant competence.  Paul teaches that the desire to serve 
as an officer in the church is a worthy ambition (1 Timothy 3:1), but he outlines in 1 Timothy 3 
and Titus 1 the demanding requirements that officers must meet.  It is a high calling with significant 
spiritual responsibility.   
 
According to the Scriptures, our denomination, the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), 
recognizes two biblical offices: elder and deacon.  We refer to elders as either Teaching Elders 
(seminary-trained men, who are specifically called to a teaching/preaching emphasis as a shepherd 
of God’s flock) or Ruling Elders (lay men, who are similarly called to shepherd God’s flock but 
who are usually not seminary-trained and whose teaching ministries are not pulpit-based).  Despite 
these differences, the spiritual qualifications and ecclesiastical authority of each type of Elder 
should be identical.  Elders are to provide overall leadership to the church (1 Timothy 5:17; Titus 
1:7; 1 Peter 5:1-2); teach/preach the Word/sound doctrine (1 Timothy 3:2, 4:13; 2 Timothy 3:13-
17, 4:3; Titus 1:9); protect the church from false doctrine (Acts 20:17, 28-31); equip the members 
to minister effectively (Ephesians 4:12); minister to the sick and pray (James 5:14; Acts 20:35); 
and judge doctrinal issues (Acts 15:16).   
 
The office of Deacon is primarily one of service.  These officers assist the leadership of the church 
by relieving the elders of tasks that would divert them from the ministry of the word and prayer 
(Acts 6:2-4) and the general, visionary oversight of the church.  Deacons encourage, equip, and 
coordinate the church’s management of God’s resources in meeting the physical, emotional, and 
financial needs of the household of God, as well as the needs of those outside the church.  Deacons 
often take charge of logistical concerns within the facility, enabling the worship service and related 
ministries to function well.   
 
Because the spiritual qualifications for each office are virtually identical, the following is a single 
summary of Scriptural teaching.  Please take the time to familiarize yourself with these 
qualifications for church officers.  Note that the Scriptures do not expect that a given officer always 
and absolutely meets these standards; officers will battle sin like the rest of us!  The expectation, 
however, is that the candidate’s life is consistently and generally characterized by these standards.  
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1. GODLY CHARACTER 
 
This is a summary of the character traits mentioned by Paul:   

A. Godliness 
1. Temperate, self-controlled, upright, holy, disciplined (Titus 1:7-8): not consumed with 

any desires of the flesh [and so demonstrates sexual purity, moderation and maturity 
with alcohol]; thoughtful and balanced in judgment; not rash 

2. Sincere (1 Timothy 3:8): consistent in what he says; not ‘double-tongued.’ 
3. Not pursuing dishonest gain (1 Timothy 3:8; Titus 1:7), not a lover of money (1 

Timothy 3:3); not greedy for money (1 Peter 5:2): demonstrates contentment in Christ.   
4. An example to the flock (1 Peter 5:3) 
5. Full of the Spirit (Acts 6:3, 5): humbly dependent on God for all strength and wisdom 

 
B. Desire to Serve  (1 Timothy 3:1; 1 Peter 5:2) in humility (Acts 6:2) 

 
C. Love for Others – hospitable, gentle, patient, not quarrelsome (1 Timothy 3:2-3; Titus 

1:7-8): eager to share blessings with others; demonstrates Christ-like compassion; 
forgiving; not quick-tempered.   

 
D. Good Reputation 

1. Blameless/Above Reproach (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:7): no grounds to accuse of 
improper behavior 

2. With good reputation among outsiders (1 Timothy 3:7): What would neighbors and co-
workers say? 

 
 
 
 
2. FAITHFUL COMMITMENT 
 
The ordination vows (BCO 24:5) provide a good overview of the expected commitments of the 
officer.  The first element is assumed from the membership vows:   
 

A. To Jesus Christ as Lord 
Do you acknowledge yourself to be a sinner in the sight of God, justly deserving His 
displeasure, and without hope except in His sovereign mercy? 

Do you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ as the Son of God and Savior of sinners, and do 
you receive and depend upon Him alone for salvation as He is offered in the Gospel? 

 
• Has no known sin in his life in which he is repetitively and unrepentantly engaged 
• Is always prepared and eager to share his testimony of faith in Christ with others 
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B. To the Bible as the Word of God  
Do you believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, as originally given, to be 
the inerrant Word of God, the only infallible rule of faith and practice? 

 
• Obviously submits to the Scriptures in belief and lifestyle 
• Regularly reads and studies the Bible  

 
C. To Reformed Theology 

Do you sincerely receive and adopt the Confession of Faith and the Catechisms of this 
Church, as containing the system of doctrine taught by the Holy Scriptures; and do you 
further promise that if at any time you find yourself out of accord with any of the 
fundamentals of this system of doctrine, you will, on your own initiative, make known to 
your Session the change which has taken place in your views since the assumption of this 
ordination vow? 

 
• Thinks carefully and theologically 
• Understands the value of theology in the practical life of the Christian 
• Committed to distinctives of evangelical and reformed faith 

 
D. To Presbyterian Polity 

Do you approve of the form of government and discipline of the Presbyterian Church in 
America, in conformity with the general principles of biblical polity? 
 
Do you promise subjection to your brethren in the Lord? 

 
• Can work well with others under a common structure for a common goal 
• Thinks independently and also works well with others for a common solution 
• Known for brotherly affection and mutual trust in working relationships 

 
E. To the Office of Elder or Deacon 

Do you accept the office of ruling elder/deacon in this church and promise faithfully to 
perform all the duties thereof and to endeavor, by the grace of God, to adorn the profession 
of the Gospel in your life and to set a worthy example before the Church, of which God has 
made you an officer? 

 
• Sets example that others desire to and should follow 
• Seeks to lead unchurched people to Christ and to a vital participation in the body 
• Committed to attending Session Meetings unless providentially hindered 
• Gives priority to ministry as officer 
• Takes initiative to accomplish assigned ministry responsibilities/oversight  
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F. To the Church 
Do you promise to strive for the purity, peace, unity, and edification of the Church? 

 
• Has no known unreconciled relationships within the church 
• Faithfully attends Sunday worship 
• Faithfully tithes 
• Faithfully participates in a Small Group 
• Regularly encourages others to grow in their faith 
• Is eager and willing to serve as an ambassador within the church 

 
 
3. SIGNIFICANT COMPETENCE 
 

A. The Bible 
A deacon should know his Bible well and should believe it deeply (1 Timothy 3:9).  An 
elder should, additionally, be able to teach Biblical truth (Titus 1:9-11) and should pray for 
the flock in public and in private (Acts 6:4). 

 
B. The Family 

The best way to test a person’s ability to lead in the Church is to observe his management 
in the home (1 Timothy 3:11).  The children of an officer should be believers in Christ, 
who are obedient to their parents (1 Timothy 3:4, 5, 12; Titus 1:6).  The spouse of an officer 
should be godly, loving, and supportive of the officer’s ministry.   

 
C. The Church 

The candidates must be well tested (1 Timothy 3:6, 10).  The candidates must have gifts of 
leadership – people in our congregation should already recognize spiritual giftedness and 
demonstrated leadership and be benefiting from their current ministry within Grace 
Redeemer Church.   

 
 



 
 

GRC’s View on Deaconesses 
 
During the summer of 2007, as we anticipated opening up nominations for the first time for the 
office of Deacon, our Session wrestled with the question of women’s biblical eligibility to serve 
as Deaconesses.  We affirm from the Scriptures that for the office of elder, only men are eligible 
to serve.  This in no way speaks to a lack of skill, intelligence, gifting, or any other measurement 
of ability in women; we recognize simply that in God’s sovereign and perfect design of the family, 
as well as the church, men are called to exercise spiritual leadership.  We’ve shared an analogy 
concerning the Trinity:  the three persons of the Godhead – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – are equal 
in substance and glory, each fully divine, none lacking anything… yet the Son, for example, 
willingly submits himself to the Father.  His equal status of “being” is unaffected by his chosen 
unequal status of “function.”  It is no different in God’s design of the family and the church when 
it comes to gender roles.   
 
After much prayer, constructive examination of the Scriptural descriptions of the offices within 
the church and of the PCA’s Book of Church Order (BCO), a review of the stances of other 
churches within our presbytery, and discussion among Session members, by God’s grace and the 
Spirit’s wisdom, we arrived at a mutually agreeable perspective on the question of Deaconesses.  
Our commitments were, in order of priority, to the eternal and unbroken truths of God’s revealed 
Scriptures; to the unity and health of the Church whose Head is Jesus Christ; to one another as 
members of that one Body and as designated shepherds of this particular body; and to the BCO 
which governs our denomination’s theological positions and governmental structures.  Three terms 
that aided our analysis of the question were: Fidelity, Clarity, and Opportunity.  We desired above 
all to demonstrate fidelity to the Scriptures.  We aimed for clarity in defining the roles within the 
Diaconate, and we hoped to arrive at a conclusion that fostered opportunities for women to fully 
utilize their spiritual gifts and natural abilities. 
 
The various Scriptural arguments line up on both sides of the debate.  In one camp, the argument 
starts with a biblical model of relationships from Ephesians 5 and Colossians 3; 1 Timothy 2-3 
applies this model to the leadership of the church (thus, the position on elder-eligibility as 
mentioned above) and extends it to the role of Deacon.  In the other camp, the argument starts with 
an insistence that diaconal ministry is all about service and does not involve teaching or the 
exercise of authority.  This perspective sees Romans 16:1 referring to Phoebe as a deaconess.  It 
also contends that 1 Timothy 3:11 can be interpreted as referring to female deacons.  Many more 
examples, many of them subtle and allowing for differing interpretations, can be marshaled as 
evidence for either position.   
 
In order to avoid immediately jumping into lengthy exegetical debate, we outlined three possible 
scenarios which provide in summary fashion the differences among the options.  Scenario #1: men 
and women are eligible to serve within the office of Deacon, and all deacons are ordained.  In other 
words, no distinctions between men and women serving as Deacons/Deaconesses.  Scenario #2: 
only men are eligible to serve within the office of Deacon, while Deaconesses are members of the 
Diaconate but not as ordained officers.  Scenario #3: men only are eligible to serve within the 
office of Deacon.  Women (and men) are eligible to serve as diaconal appointees in order to assist 
with either ad hoc or ongoing ministries. 
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We quickly realized that one major factor provided a quick rejection of Scenario #1, pre-empting 
any debate over interpretations of Scripture passages: our denomination’s BCO, which establishes 
boundaries of structure and function for our churches, prohibits the ordination of women to any 
office.  We are firmly committed to the PCA as a denomination that balances extremely well a 
biblical/theological integrity (including a commitment to Reformed distinctives) and an outwardly 
focused missional stance.  Although there remain differences of opinion within the Session 
regarding less-central issues related to the Deaconess question, none are so strong as to even 
suggest leaving the PCA.  Given that there is no clear scriptural affirmation on either side of this 
question, we abide by the BCO, which does not permit us to ordain women to office.    
 
With Scenario #1 eliminated, after some further discussion, our unanimous decision was to support 
Scenario #2.  We believe that Scenario #2, more than Scenario #3, provides an important 
recognition of the giftedness and unique capabilities of women in the church and allows us to do 
so within the allowable framework of our denomination’s structures.  Scenario #2 also assumes 
active participation in diaconate meetings, whereas Scenario #3 merely allows for the delegation 
of specific responsibilities by the diaconal body to designated assistants.  Keep in mind during 
nominations and elections that use of the term ‘Deaconess’ does not indicate an exact equivalence 
to the office of ‘Deacon.’   
 
So is the role of Deaconess merely lip-service?  We don’t believe so, anticipating that the nature 
and structure of diaconal ministry minimize any formal distinctions between Deacon and 
Deaconess.  They are to be engaged primarily in service and in ministering mercy.  Despite church 
examples to the contrary, they are not called to be a board, which merely deliberates and makes 
policy decisions.  We anticipate that diaconal ministry will be structured such that meeting-time 
can be minimized and actual ministry-time can be maximized. 
 
Nominees to the position of Deaconess participate in the annual Leadership Training Class (LTC) 
with Deacon-nominees and Elder-nominees.  Since Deaconesses cannot be considered ‘officers,’ 
there is no mandated congregational vote on the nominees.  However, since we believe that the 
congregation’s identification and affirmation of such servant-leaders is a valuable step in selecting 
Deaconesses, these women will undergo an identical process of nomination, training, vetting by 
the Session, and presentation to the membership for final voting-approval at the annual Spring 
Congregational Meeting.   
 
Please feel free to email our Session at session@graceredeemer.com. Lee Augsburger, John 
Chung, John Gregory, Steve Hoogerhyde, Matthias Prinz, Donald Thampy, and Peter Wang will 
each receive any email sent to that address.   
 


