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Maybe you have heard the saying, “We’re in the people business.”  Organizations of all 
shapes and sizes have used the axiom.  There is a sense in which one could apply the 
saying to the church.  Such is true, because you can’t have a church without people.  
When Jesus called His first disciples to Himself, He said, “Follow me…and I will make 
you fish for people” (Matthew 4:19).  In rebuking hard-hearted religionists, He said, 
“Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a 
people producing fruit” (Matthew 21:43).  The mission and message of Christ is 
concerned with securing a people for the Lord.

	 In speaking about these realities, the apostle Paul said, “He gave himself for us 
to redeem us from all lawlessness and to cleanse for himself a people for his own 
possession, eager to do good works” (Titus 2:14).  Quoting Zechariah 8:8, the author of 
Hebrews said, “For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after 
those days, says the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds and write them on their 
hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people” (Hebrews 8:10).  Peter told 
believers, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 
possession…” (1 Peter 2:9).

	 One cannot get away from the fact that people are at the heart of the church.  I 
once had a friend in ministry tell me, “Church work would be so much easier if it wasn’t 
for the people.”  My reply was, “If it wasn’t for people, there would be no church.”  In 
fact, Scripture teaches us that the eternal state will be all about a special people 
enjoying the presence of God.  In the book of Revelation, John said, “Then I heard a 
loud voice from the throne: Look, God’s dwelling is with humanity, and he will live with 
them. They will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them and will be their 
God” (Revelation 21:3).

	 In a maze of programs and policies, it can be easy to lose sight of the place of 
people within the church.  Confusion abounds on this subject.  Many are unaware of 
their place within the body of Christ.  Fortunately, a simple study of Scripture can help.  
When one is aware of the roles and functions of people within the church, one can be 
well equipped to find his or her place in the church. 

	 A good passage to look at in our consideration of these matters is Philippians 
1:1.  Paul knew the readers of his letter were experiencing division (Philippians 4:1).  
Consequently, he opened his letter by reminding them of three simple categories of 
people within the church.  He said, “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus: To all 
the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, including the overseers and deacons” 
(Philippians 1:1).  From Paul’s words, one sees three different types of people that 
make up the body of Christ.


SAINTS 
Notice Paul’s terms of address in Philippians 1:1.  He first used the word “saints.”  To 
whom did that title refer?  In some traditions, saints are regarded as super-holy 
individuals, people who exhibit a peculiar devotion to Christ.  At funerals, people 



sometimes refer to deceased loved ones in this manner.  In such contexts, the label 
implies one lived a particularly good life.

	 In Roman Catholic theology, the title is applied to those worthy of veneration.  
Through a process known as “canonization,” some are declared saints.  The Pope is 
entrusted with power to make such declarations.  Candidates for sainthood must meet 
certain requirements.  Five years after death, one can be deemed an official “servant of 
God.”  Afterwards, there must be sufficient evidence the individual was venerable and 
blessed.  This requires accounts and documentation that prove one was “heroic in 
virtue.”  In addition, a witness of miracles is necessary. When such preliminary 
requirements are met, the Pope can declare a person a saint.  One is then canonized 
and his or her name is recorded in the canon of saints.

	 Did Paul have such an elaborate process in mind when he made mention of 
saints in Philippi?  Did he intend to use the word, as it is sometimes used a funerals, to 
speak of person who was supposedly holier than regular, ordinary Christians?  Not 
hardly.  The people of which he spoke were still alive.  His intent was to use the term to 
address all believers at Philippi.  A study of the New Testament reveals the apostle 
liked to use the word as a title for God’s people (1 Corinthians 1:2; 2 Corinthians 1:1; 
Ephesians 1:1; Colossians 1:4).


Holy Spirit and Holy Ones 
Interestingly, the term contained the same word used in the name for the Holy Spirit (1 
Thessalonians 4:8; 2 Timothy 1:14; Titus 3:5; 2 Peter 1:21).  How could Paul apply a 
word used of God to God’s people?  His intention was to demonstrate how Jesus’ 
work of salvation made people holy before God.  The Greek word used for “saints” is 
one that literally meant “holy ones.”  The title was a fitting one for believers, since 
Christians are washed from sin by the blood of Jesus (1 Corinthians 6:11).  Through 
Christ, each is made holy.  When the Lord looks at the born-again child of God, He 
doesn’t see sin; instead, He see the righteousness of His Son.


Consecration 
Interestingly, the word rendered “saints” in Philippians 1:1 was used extensively in the 
Old Testament.  In a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures known as the 
Septuagint, it was often applied to things related to the worship of God.  When the 
Lord appeared before Moses, He told the prophet to remove his sandals.  The reason?  
Moses was standing in the holy presence of God (Exodus 3:5).

	 The Greek word for “saints” was used in the Old Testament to speak of holy 
items used in temple worship (Exodus 28:2, 4, 34; 29:29, 37; 30:31).  It was also used 
in reference to the holy place, the temple complex, and the sanctuary (Exodus 26:33; 
30:13; 36:16).  One interesting use of the word is found in Exodus 28:3.  In that 
passage, the term spoke of the act of consecrating priests to the Lord.  In serving the 
Lord in His holy temple, priests were set apart from the world and to the Lord.

	 It is here we find a meaning of what is meant by the title “saints,” as applied to 
believers in a New Testament church.  Because of Calvary, Christians have been made 
clean of sin.  They have been consecrated to the Lord.  God has set them apart from 
the world.  In addition, He has set them apart for His holy usage.




Set Apart from the World 
The New Testament use of the word for “saints” indicates that God’s people have been 
made different by the work of Christ.  They have been radically changed.  One could 
view the church as being set apart from the world.  This fact is underscored by the very 
word used for the church in the New Testament.  The popular Greek term (ekklēsía) for 
God’s people is one that literally meant “called out.”

	 On top of this, the apostles regularly spoke of the way God’s people had been 
made holy.  Peter said, “you yourselves, as living stones, a spiritual house, are being 
built to be a holy priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:5).  The author of Hebrews referred to Christians as “holy 
brothers and sisters” (Hebrews 3:1).  Because believers are “holy,” it is appropriate to 
refer to them as “saints.”  To be in Christ is to be separate from the world.  The 
washing of regeneration (Titus 3:5) makes one distinct and different from those who 
don’t know Christ.

	 Vance Havner was a twentieth century preacher.  He was affectionately called 
“the preacher of pearls.”  The title was given to him because of the way in which he 
often stringed together witty and pertinent sayings as he preached.  Preaching on Mark 
6:31 and the need for rest, he once said, “If you don’t come apart every once in a 
while, you will come apart.”  Another one of his famous sayings was, “You’re either a 
saint, or you’re an ain’t!”  His point was to emphasize that there is only one type of 
saint — a born-again believer.


Set Apart to the Lord 
Being a saint isn’t just about being set apart from the world.  It also involves the idea of 
being set apart to the Lord.  This is best demonstrated through the way in which the 
Greek word rendered “saints” was applied to the priests in the Old Testament.  Such 
individuals were removed from the common places within the camp and they were set 
apart to serve in the holy places (Exodus 28:3).  

	 As the Lord’s holy ones, all of God’s people are set apart for the upbuilding of 
Christ’s kingdom.  Every member has a place in the ministry (2 Corinthians 5:18 and 
Ephesians 4:11-12).  No member is inferior to another, and none is superior to another 
(1 Corinthians 12:12-24).  Everyone has a part to play in Christ’s mission.  By the gifting 
of the Spirit, each has a spiritual gift to use for building the church and reaching the 
lost (Romans 12:6-8).  The title “saints” teaches us these things.

	 As you consider your role as a church member, know that God looks at you as a 
saint.  He has set you apart from the world for His holy usage.  Make it your aim to be 
what He has saved you to be.  Pursue holiness. Find a place to get involved and serve 
as a holy representative for the Lord.

	 As you seek to engage the church, realize there are different ways of getting 
involved.  Some churches use ministry teams; others use committees.   Forms and 
structures vary from congregation to congregation, but make sure you have a plan to 
play your part.  Your purpose as a holy “saint” will not be fully realized until you start 
pursuing holiness and serving in gospel-oriented ministry. 




DEACONS 
The second group of people seen in Philippians 1:1 involves individuals called 
“deacons.”  When we study Scripture, we find this group of people constitutes one of 
two ordained offices of leadership within the church.  We know this is true because 
Paul spoke clearly concerning two offices within 1 Timothy 3:8-13.  He referred to one 
office with the term “overseer” (1 Timothy 3:1).  He used the label “deacons” to speak 
of the second.  We will talk about the first office later.  For now, let’s look at the group 
called “deacons.”

	  The founding of the deacon ministry is described in the book of Acts:


In those days, as the disciples were increasing in number, there arose a complaint 
by the Hellenistic Jews against the Hebraic Jews that their widows were being 
overlooked in the daily distribution.  The Twelve summoned the whole company of 
the disciples and said, “It would not be right for us to give up preaching the word of 
God to wait on tables.  Brothers and sisters, select from among you seven men of 
good reputation, full of the Spirit and wisdom, whom we can appoint to this duty.  
But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”  This 
proposal pleased the whole company. So they chose Stephen, a man full of faith 
and the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, 
a convert from Antioch.  They had them stand before the apostles, who prayed and 
laid their hands on them.  So the word of God spread, the disciples in Jerusalem 
increased greatly in number, and a large group of priests became obedient to the 
faith (Acts 6:1-7). 


I share the rather lengthy passage above for a reason.  It is important for church 
members to understand the basis and nature of the deacon ministry.  
Misunderstandings concerning this topic often generate frustrations and friction in local 
congregations.


Two Offices for Two Needs 
How do we know that Acts 6 referred to the ministry of deacons?  The term “deacons” 
never appears in the passage.  Well, a detailed study will reveal that the Greek word for 
the office is indeed included in Acts 6.  Furthermore, it is clear from Philippians 1:1 and 
1 Timothy 3:1-13 that there are only two offices within the church.  The passage in Acts 
6:1-7 describes the creation of a ministry that was designed to support the ministry of 
the word; therefore, it cannot refer to pastors, since pastors serve the church in 
succession from the apostles (Ephesians 2:20, 4:11), leading the ministry of the word 
for the New Testament body (Ephesians 4:12; 2 Timothy 4:2).

	 If ministers minister the word, what is the purpose of the deacon ministry?  From 
Acts 6, we learn that the office was given by the Lord for the purpose of service.  Acts 
6:3 reveals that the first deacons were put in place in order to take care of a “duty.”  
The Greek word underlying English translations spoke of practical needs within the 
church.  The term was used of necessities.  For the first-century church, there was a 
practical need for a charity meal to feed destitute widows (Acts 6:1).  In a time prior to 
401(k) plans, Social Security, and retirement pensions, there were no fallback plans.  



Additionally, women customarily weren’t able to work for a living. Most widows were 
reduced to the status of a beggar.  

	 Because of all of these things, the early church had special ministries devoted to 
widows.  James hinted at this reality in his writings when he said, “Pure and undefiled 
religion before God the Father is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress 
and to keep oneself unstained from the world” (James 1:27).  Taking care of widows 
won’t be the main focus of every deacon ministry.  It was the focus of the first deacon 
ministry for a reason.  Hungry widows happened to be the most prevalent need within 
the church.  Those who ministered the word were encumbered by the responsibility of 
providing a regular meal for hundreds.  Consequently, the deacon ministry was 
established to help with such needs.


Through The Dust 
Interestingly, the title “deacon” is not a translation of the original Greek word used 
within the first-century church.  It is a transliteration.  Bible translators have simply 
given us the same sound of the original word by transmitting the Greek letters into 
English letters.  The word “deacon” is based off of the compound Greek word 
“diákonos.” The word was made up of two words that literally meant “through the 
dust.”  It painted a picture of the nature of deacon ministry.  In an ancient world, the 
title was often applied to household servants who “cut through the dust” to meet the 
needs of their masters.  The title depicted the zeal and haste that was expected of 
such servants.

	 The early church applied the title to the second office within the church.  It was 
obvious that there was a need for a special group of servants.  Though there would be 
individuals in charge of leading the ministry of the Word, a second group was required 
as well.  Enter the deacon ministry.

	 Local churches today still need individuals to serve in order to support the 
ministry of the word.  This is the purpose of the deacon ministry.  Deacons don’t 
constitute a governing board.  They are not a committee.  They are a ministry.  
Deacons aren’t in place in order to handle finances, personnel issues, or the long-range 
vision of the church.  Though they can help with these things, they exist to serve and 
meet practical needs within the church so that the ministers might be free to focus on 
leading ministry.


Meeting Needs is Needed 
In our church, we have organized our deacon ministry around ten processes.  Such 
processes reflect the practical needs of our congregation.  They include service related 
to buildings, budget promotion, policies and procedures, security, assimilation, 
promotion, evangelism, missions, prayer, and care.  Not every church will identify the 
same needs.  What’s important is that churches know what their needs are, and that 
churches mobilize their deacons to meet those needs.

	 To function well in the twenty-first century, the need for deacons must be 
reclaimed.  We live in an age in which many want to be in the limelight, to be a teacher, 
or to be the leader of a big ministry.  The true church has never been built on 
personalities.  It is always built through service.  Jesus highlighted the primacy of 
service in the church when He washed His disciples’ feet (John 13:14-17).




	 As you seek to engage with a local church, keep these things in mind.  Be an 
advocate and cheerleader for deacon ministry.  Each congregation needs a team of 
servants to cut through the dust and meet practical needs.  Towel holders are required 
if the church is going to be strong.  When deacons function as God desires, great 
things can happen.  Consider the effect the first deacon ministry had.  Luke said, “So 
the word of God spread, the disciples in Jerusalem increased greatly in number, and a 
large group of priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). 


PASTORS 
Pastors are the last group of people mentioned in Philippians 1:1.  They are seen 
through Paul’s use of the word “overseers.”  The term is sometimes translated as 
“bishop” in the Bible. Interestingly, the Greek word underlying English translations was 
used interchangeably with other titles for pastors.  In Titus, Paul used it alongside the 
word “elder” (Titus 1:5-7).  In one of his letters, Peter used it synonymous with the word 
“shepherd” (1 Peter 5:1-2).  

	 Many churches get hung up on the meaning of such terms.  Some have an 
unhealthy focus on titles.  Others don’t see that the three titles are used synonymously 
in the New Testament; thus, they mistakingly create extra offices for the church, 
making distinctions between elders, pastors, and bishops.  The three titles — overseer, 
shepherd, and elder — are used interchangeably for a reason.  Together, they point to 
three different characteristics of a pastor.  Those who serve in the position are to 
provide oversight for ministry (“overseer”), give spiritual guidance for the people 
(“shepherd”), and exhibit a level of spiritual maturity and wisdom (“elder”).


Least of All 
Notice that Paul put pastors last when listing the three groups of people in the church.  
Perhaps his sequence was intentional, since church leaders are to regard themselves 
as being the least of all. Jesus said, “So the last will be first, and the first last” (Matthew 
20:16).  Our Lord also said, “whoever wants to be first among you will be a slave to all” 
(Mark 10:44).  The apostle Paul knew his rightful place and he wanted the pastors in 
Philippi to adopt a similar perspective.  Those who serve in the ministry of the Word 
should regard themselves as slaves to Christ and His church.

	 Such a posture of humility is commonsensical when one considers that Jesus is 
the head of the church (Colossians 1:18).  For churches to be effective for the gospel, 
pastors must seek humility.  They are least of all within the church.  Their calling 
involves a death to self for the purposes of Christ.  Ministers aren’t to be focused on 
building their brand, selling books, amassing followers, or climbing the rungs of 
denominational hierarchy.  

	 Pastors are called to pour themselves out so that others might know Christ.  
They do such by embracing godly virtue, proclaiming God’s Word, and leading God’s 
people to minister the gospel.  When pastors fail to regard themselves as slaves to 
Christ, a sense of pride may grow.  If an unhealthy self-focus takes hold, the church 
won’t see Christ and the Word of God clearly.  The ministry of the Word will take a 
backseat to the personality of the pastor.


Pastoral Responsibilities 



The humility required of pastors is logical when one considers the function they fulfill.  
They are called to four primary tasks.  First, they are to provide an example of godly 
conduct and character for the church.  Such is implied by the qualifications of pastors 
found in 1 Timothy 3:1-7.  It is for this reason that Paul told the young pastor Timothy, 
“.. .set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, and in 
purity” (1 Timothy 4:12).  It is also why Paul boldly told the church at Corinth, “Imitate 
me, as I also imitate Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:10).  Pastors are designed to provide the 
church with a living example of the godly character the Lord desires from all of His 
people.

	 Second, Pastors are set apart for the purpose of ministering God’s Word.  The 
apostles indicated as much at the establishment of the first deacon ministry.  They 
said, “we will devote ourselves to…the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4).  In his writings, 
Paul elaborated on what’s involved in such ministry.  He instructed Timothy, “Preach 
the word; be ready in season and out of season; correct, rebuke, and encourage with 
great patience and teaching” (2 Timothy 4:2).  The apostle’s words revealed that 
pastors are tasked with explaining and proclaiming God’s Word at the regular Lord’s 
Day gathering of God’s people.  In addition to such teaching, pastors are tasked with 
training the body so that it is equipped to witness for Christ.  In Ephesians, Paul said, 
“And he himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some 
pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, to build up the body 
of Christ” (Ephesians 4:11-12).  Ministering the Word of God is integral to the work of 
pastors.

	 A third function of pastors is prayer.  While all believers are called to pray 
(Matthew 6:9-13; 1 Thessalonians 5:17; 1 Timothy 2:1-2), pastors are to have a deeper 
devotion to it.  When the first deacon ministry was created, the apostles told the 
church, “…we will devote ourselves to prayer…” (Acts 6:4).  Such a commitment to 
prayer is necessary because it serves as a model for all the saints.  It is also necessary 
because it is a means of strength for the church.  When ministers abide in prayer, the 
ministries and message of the church experience a greater degree of the presence and 
power of Christ.  All together, when pastors commit to preach the word, pray, lead 
gospel ministries, and exhibit Christian character, they can be used mightily to bless 
the body of Christ and build up the kingdom of Christ.


Three People; One Church 
Though there is no rank or superiority within the church, there are different functions for 
different people.  Paul indicated as much through the body metaphor of 1 Corinthians 
12:12-24.  An understanding of the three basic people within the church is foundational 
to effectively engaging within the local church.  According to the precedent of the New 
Testament, the church is to be ruled by Christ (Colossians 1:18), the ministry is to be 
led by the pastors (Ephesians 4:11-12), the church is to be served by the deacons 
(Acts 6:1-7), and all saints are to have a part in serving for the gospel (Acts 6:5 and 
Romans 12:6-8).  As you aim to engage in a local church, keep these things in mind.  
One will not interact with the church rightly if one doesn’t understand the respective 
roles of saints, deacons, and pastors.

	


