
What is a Deacon?
Selected Passages

Main Point: Deacons are servants of Christ, serving the Lord and in his service, serving others.

Deacons are servants (1 Tim. 3:10; Jn. 2:5; Mk. 9:35; Acts 6:2; 1 Tim. 4:6).
The noun “deacon,” which refers to the office of the deacon in the New Testament

church (1 Tim. 3:10, etc.), is most often translated in the New Testament as “servant.” The most
basic form of this word means “to serve” or “to minister.” In a general sense – when not
applying to the role of a deacon in a local church – the Greek word for deacon refers simply to
someone who serves or ministers, and this service is not restricted to service in the church. For
example, in John 2:5, the mother of Jesus told the “servants” at the wedding in Cana to do
whatever Jesus told them to do. They were the servants who filled the purification jars with the
water that Jesus turned into wine. However, the word for deacon, which is often translated as
servant or minister, is most often used in the New Testament in connection with those who
serve the Lord and in his service, serve others. In Mark 9:35, Jesus said that “If anyone would
be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” In Acts 6:2, the early church set apart men to
“serve tables” (a verbal form of the word) so that the apostles' ministry of the Word and prayer
would not be neglected. In 1 Timothy 4:6, Paul told Timothy that he would be a “good servant
of Christ Jesus” if he was faithful to fulfill his ministry. In other words, at the heart of the office
of the deacon is the role of a servant, serving the Lord and in his service, serving others.

1. Go to blueletterbible.org, and search for g1249. This should bring up the lexicon
(dictionary) entry for the Greek word for “deacons.” Scroll down to review the definitions
and then to see the verses where various forms of this word appear in the New
Testament. What are some of the ways that you see this noun translated? How does
this help you think about the work of a deacon?

2. Is a “servant” the main way you define or think about a deacon? Why, or why not?
3. What are some ways that you see deacons at our church serve? Share, and then take

time to thank the Lord for our deacons. They do a lot that’s seen and a lot behind the
scenes in the work of ministry in our congregation.

Who deacons are is more important than what deacons do (1 Tim. 3:8-13).
Interestingly, there are no direct references to the specific work of deacons in the early

church. Acts 6:1-6 may well be a picture of the first deacons who were called, but God’s Word
doesn’t make that explicitly clear. They are never called “deacons” by office or title, and other
than the witnessing work of Philip and Stephen, the work of these early servants in the church
isn’t mentioned again in the book of Acts. There’s just as much biblical basis to assume that
these seven men were simply servants or ministers who were called for a specific, one-time
task in the church at that time rather than men who were called to the ongoing office of deacon
in the Jerusalem church. However, there’s no doubt that their example is an excellent model for
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the ministry of the deacon, and their work in this one case does provide the foundational
principle for the complementary roles of the offices of deacons and elders in the church. So
while there’s little about the specific work of the deacon, God’s Word is explicitly clear about
the person who serves as a deacon! In 1 Timothy 3:8-13, Paul lays out the qualifications for a
deacon, which look extraordinarily ordinary. But they are extraordinarily important. Honestly,
these qualifications point to qualities that we would expect and desire in any mature believer!
That’s the point, though, deacons must be individuals who are full of the Spirit and walking in
growing obedience to the Lord in their lives. Deacons need to be spiritually mature so that they
are an example to those they serve and minister to in the church. More important than the job
that deacons do is who deacons are in Christ!

1. Read through 1 Tim. 3:8-13. Discuss the qualifications for a deacon. What’s
unextraordinary about these qualifications? Aren’t these pretty basic expectations for
any true follower of Christ? Why, or why not?

2. Why do you think God is more interested in who a deacon is rather than the work skills
or abilities that a deacon has? What does this say about the way that we should identify
deacons today in the church?

3. How do you see Christ in our deacons? How has their witness been an encouragement
and strength to you? Take time to pray for our deacons, specifically praying for God’s
protection over their life and growth in Christ.

Deacons and elders are God’s design for leadership and ministry in his church (Phil. 1:1; 1
Tim. 3:1-13).

Based on the New Testament, there are only two, God-ordained offices in the church:
(1) Elders, who have the primary oversight responsibility for the church and are responsible for
the ministry of the Word in and through the church, and deacons, who (2) have the primary
responsibility for leading ministry and meeting needs in the church in order to protect the
ministry of the Word. The apostle Paul, when he wrote to the church he planted and loved in
Philippi, he pointed to these two offices within the church. He acknowledged and greeted the
elders (plural) and the deacons (plural) who served and who led in the church in Philippi. In
God’s wisdom, he created these two offices in order to provide the leadership needed both to
protect and to equip the church for the work of the Gospel. Deacons are essential in order to
minister to the needs within the body of Christ and to help lead and to organize the ministry of
the church for the work of Christ. Elders are essential to this process as well, gifted and called
to the work of preaching and teaching the Word of God, which is critical to the advancement of
the Gospel and the building up of the body of Christ for the work of ministry. If deacons don’t
do their job, elders will be consumed with ministry to the church and administration of ministry
within the church. Their teaching and preaching ministries will suffer, and as a result, the work
of the gospel and the maturity of the church will suffer. Both are needed and necessary! Both
are ordained by God’s design for leadership and ministry in his church.

1. Discuss God’s design for how the roles of elder and deacon complement one another in
the ministry of the church. Does our church reflect this design? In what ways do you
see that? In what ways could we improve on the complementary ministries of deacons
and elders?

2. How do you see God’s wisdom in designing a plurality of elders and a plurality of
deacons to lead in the ministry within a local church? How does this protect the
church? How should this prompt the work of the gospel and the glory of God through
his church?
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