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Recently I was reading through Leviticus for my morning devotional time.  Each year 
when I read through the Bible, I have a bit of apprehension approaching when I get to 
the Old Testament parts that describe the levitical offerings and regulations in detail.  
However, the precision the Lord required in Mosaic worship struck me.  I felt a sense of 
conviction concerning the holy awe God’s people should have toward the New 
Testament church.  

	 The body of God’s people is called to represent Christ on Earth (Matthew 
5:13-16).  As a result, there should be a humble and holy desire to follow the Lord’s will 
for His church.  Such should be especially true for deacon ministry.  If the office is one 
of two the Lord has ordained to serve His body, it should be approached with a sense 
of gravity.  

	 Opinions and personal perspectives concerning deacon ministry should be 
placed at the feet of Jesus.  He is the head of the church (Ephesians 5:25; Colossians 
1:18).  He is the one who has authority to direct the church according to His pleasing 
(Matthew 28:18).  His Word is final.  Solomon was correct when He said, “Many plans 
are in a person’s heart, but the Lord’s decree will prevail” (Proverbs 19:21).

	 If we want to know what is required of deacons in ministry, the best place to 
look is God’s Word.  Acts 6:1-7 is a seminal passage to consider.  It describes the 
establishment of the first deacon ministry.  In the passage, we see four biblical truths 
about the Deacon’s ministry.  Examining these truths is critical to establishing a godly 
understanding of your ministry as a deacon.


DEACONS SERVE TO HELP WITH PRACTICAL NEEDS IN THE CHURCH. 
We have already talked about how the title for the deacon ministry implies service.  The 
question we face is, “What type of service?”  The exact term rendered “deacon” in the 
New Testament is used elsewhere in the Bible to speak of the service all Christians are 
to render to the Lord (Mark 9:35, 10:43).  It is also used in reference to ministers (1 
Timothy 4:6) and apostles (Ephesians 3:7).  In addition, it was used of individuals in the 
church who, though they didn’t occupy an ordained office, fulfilled a role as an official 
“minister” within the church.  Considering these things, one is compiled to ask, “What 
makes the service of a deacon unique?”

	 Acts 6 is the starting place for understanding your ministry.  When we read the 
first verse of the chapter, we are immediately immersed into the reason the office of 
deacon was formed.  The Bible says, “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” (Acts 6:1).  Notice that a 
practical problem amongst the fellowship was the spark that initiated the deacon 
ministry.  A problem with a tangible need made a secondary ministry office necessary.

	 Specifically, the problem was related to the distribution of food within the early 
church.  Studying the historical background of the Bible reveals that a meal ministry 
was necessary in first-century Jerusalem.  Prior to New Testament times, an event 



known as “the diaspora” had led to the scattering of Jews throughout the known 
world.  Peter made reference to this event in James 1:1 and 1 Peter 1:1.  

	 Jewish custom prompted Jews to return to the Promised Land before death.  
This led to a sort of humanity crisis in Jerusalem.  Most couples returned to Canaan in 
the advanced stages of life.  Normally, wives would outlive their husbands.  As a result, 
Jerusalem was known to have a disproportionate number of widows.  In an age devoid 
of pensions, social security, and government-sanctioned welfare programs, widows 
were of a most destitute state.  It is for this reason that the New Testament often 
contains detailed instruction concerning such individuals within the church (1 
Corinthians 7:8; 1 Timothy 5:3-16; James 1:27).

	 To provide care for widows, the early church established a regular meal for the 
purpose of providing food.  The ministry was rooted in Jewish custom.  Many 
synagogues already did something similar.  It was normal for local assemblies to 
distribute food to locals in need.  The meal actually had an official name.  History tells 
us that Jewish synagogues had a practice of providing what was called tamhuy - a 
Hebrew term for “poor bowl.”  The practice was meant to meet the needs of the poor 
who were without food.  Provisions typically included bread, beans and fruit  The 
practice was similar to a modern soup kitchen. 
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	 Do you see the root and reason for the first deacon ministry?  The office was 
established to meet needs within the church.  According the Acts 6:1, there was 
contention and division concerning the way in which the tamhuy was being conducted.  
Seeing a need, the apostles advised the formation of a new ministry within the church.  
The need was so important, a process of selecting and ordaining men for the deacons 
ministry would be established (Acts 6:3, 6; 1 Timothy 3:8-13).

	 It is clear — deacons are intended to be servants who meet practical needs 
within the church.  At this point, however, it is clear to make a couple of important 
distinctions.  First, the original need of caring for widows is not the only need deacons 
should address.  I have known of some pastors and churches who relegate their 
deacon ministry to this task alone.  This has happened in many churches through the 
popular “deacon family ministry.”  Though such an approach is helpful and useful, it 
should not be regarded as the only role of deacons.  In fact, a survey of the New 
Testament reveals that deacons served the apostle Paul by delivering his epistles and 
news concerning his missions ministry to various congregations (Ephesians 6:21; 
Colossians 4:7).

	 It is important to clarify that there are more needs than ones associated with 
widows, the elderly, the sick, and homebound members.  It is also important to 
remember that the plight of widows was a unique problem for the first-century church.  
Modern congregations usually aren’t surrounded by refugee widows who have returned 
to their homeland with no source of income or support.  Contemporary methods of 
saving and investing, along with government assistance and the care given by children 
and grandchildren, make the context of twenty-first century ministry a bit different.  

	 Nowadays, churches may indeed need to care for widows, but they may not.  
Today’s church does not face the same needs as the first-century church.  Regardless, 
there are needs nonetheless.  What are some practical needs in your congregation?  Is 
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visiting the sick a necessity?  What about greeting church visitors in the parking lot?  
Are there regular requests for food and shelter from the homeless in your community?  
Could deacons help in that regard? How about buildings, facilities, media, and 
technology needs?  Could your deacons be mobilized in helping with such practical 
things?  Needs may look different from generation to generation, but know this — the 
deacon ministry was established to help with practical needs in the church.


DEACONS SERVE TO SUPPORT MINISTERS WHO MINISTER THE WORD.  
Much of the unhealthiness we see nowadays in regard to the deacon ministry is 
grounded in a fundamental misunderstanding of the relation of deacons to ministers.  
In the United States, such misconceptions involve a perspective in which the deacons 
are viewed as a board to which the ministers report.  Such a philosophy of church 
governance is unscriptural.  In addition, it has brought great harm to churches.  Be 
aware — the Lord will never bless any form of church life that goes against the grain of 
His revealed Word.  Those who attempt to do church with unbiblical methodologies will 
never have the true anointing of God’s presence and power in their midst.

	 To recapture the biblical essence of deacon ministry, it is important to clarify its 
role in relation to pastors and ministers.  Fortunately, Scripture is clear on this subject.  
In Acts 6, the apostles were explicit.  In arguing for the formation of a new ministry, 
they said, “It would not be right for us to give up preaching the word of God to wait on 
tables” (Acts 6:2).  After proposing a selection process for deacons, they promised, “…
we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4).  Notice 
from the apostles words that prayer and the proclamation of God’s Word are to be the 
two primary concerns of pastors and ministers within the church.

	 I remember when I first started out in ministry.  Confusion swirled in my head 
concerning my exact duties and responsibilities.  I heard the voices of megachurch 
pastors who likened the role of the pastor to that of a CEO.  Temptations abounded to 
cultivate a personality-driven or entertainment-focused ministry.  What was I supposed 
to be?  What was I supposed to do?

	 I had always wondered what my pastor did during the week.  Jokes were often 
made by some concerning the way in which pastors only worked two days a week — 
Wednesday and Sunday.  What did a pastor do on the other days?  How did he fill his 
time?

	 Such questions drove me during my early ministry years.  I wanted practical 
answers, but I also wanted biblical ones.  Fortunately, I had an older man in ministry 
direct my attention to Acts 6.  After I had shared my confusion concerning my 
responsibilities, he explained, “Patrick, the Bible tells you what you are supposed to 
do.  Plain and simple, your main duties are preaching and prayer.”  The man’s counsel 
was liberating.  

	 In one sense, the two priorities of preaching and prayer can be minimized and 
made too simple.  There is a lot contained in those two activities.  In another sense, 
however, those two priorities should drive every minister’s approach to his place and 
priorities within the local church.  When we study Scripture, we find more support for 
this perspective.  We also find more details concerning what’s involved in what the 
apostles called “the ministry of the word” in Acts 6:4.  From the New Testament, let’s 
consider the two primary ways ministers serve in this regard.




Educating God’s People 
When Paul instructed Timothy, one of his young preacher apprentices, he told him, 
“Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; correct, rebuke, and 
encourage with great patience and teaching.  For the time will come when people will 
not tolerate sound doctrine” (2 Timothy 4:2-3).  Plain and simple, Pastors and ministers 
are entrusted with the responsibility of studying, explaining, applying, and proclaiming 
God’s Word on a systematic basis.  The gathering of God’s people should have a 
devoted time of Bible preaching and proclamation (Acts 20:17-21; Colossians 3:15-16).  
When Jesus was on Earth, He used the synagogue gathering for such public 
instruction (Mark 6:1-6).  These things teach us that pastors and ministers are ones 
who dedicate their lives to educating God’s people with God’s Word.


Equipping God’s People 
The public preaching or teaching of God’s Word is not the only function of pastors and 
ministers.  In Acts 6, the apostles spoke of their role in “preaching the word of God” in 
Acts 6:2, but they also spoke of “the ministry of the Word” in Acts 6:4.  Perhaps one 
can see a distinction between two different tasks within the apostles words.  In one 
sense, ministers publicly teach God’s Word.  In another sense, they train others to 
minister God’s Word as well.  This is the idea of Ephesians 4:11-12 — “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.”

	 I often think about the ministry of pastors and ministers in regard to the Word in 
two ways.  First, ministers preach or teach.  Second, ministers lead programs that get 
the Word to others.  No minister or pastors should be regarded as a super-holy hired 
man who is expected to accomplish the ministry of the word alone.  Scripturally, 
ministers are to teach and preach the Word, but they are also to train the church to 
fulfill the Great Commission.  This is the meaning of Ephesians 4:11-12.

	 In my church, I weekly preach and teach God’s Word in a public fashion.  This 
requires a great deal of study in prayer.  Normally, my weekday mornings (from 8:00am 
until Noon) are given to this task.  In addition to this responsibility, I lead ministries that 
minister the Word to people.  This requires continual planning meetings and work 
sessions to prepare for such meetings.  My afternoons are given to meeting with other 
ministers, laypeople, ministry leaders, and others for the purposes of planning related 
to “the ministry of the Word.”

	 On top of these duties, there are responsibilities related to pastoral visitation, 
whether that involves meeting with church prospects, the sick, or the homebound.  In 
addition, I am required to regularly meet with people for counseling.  I also devote 
myself to personally discipling people in my church.  At times, I am also immersed in 
meeting with other ministers and ministries within my community for the sake of 
community involvement and outreach.


Supporting Your Pastor and Ministers 
None of what I have mentioned above includes other practical duties — personal 
planning, personal growth and development, responding to correspondences and 
emails, and the like.  Can you see that the ministry of the Word involves more than just 



showing up to church on Wednesday or Sunday?  It is for good reason that one 
reformer said, ““The ministry of the Word is so laborious that it requireth a whole man, 
neither will it allow him to be occupied about any other business.”  
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	 As you aim to be a faithful and effective deacon, remember the nature of your 
office.  You are called to serve.  However, keep in mind that there is a distinct, biblical 
reason for your service.  You are called to serve so that your pastor(s) and ministers 
might be free to fully pursue the ministry of the Word.  Since God has commissioned 
them in this regard (Acts 6:2-4; Ephesians 4:11-12; 1 Timothy 4:1-3), they don’t need to 
be encumbered with the practical needs of the church (2 Timothy 2:4).  The pastor’s 
place is in preaching, planning, proclamation, and programs related to the ministry of 
the Word.  The deacon’s place is found in the practical needs of the church.


DEACONS SHOULD BE SELECTED AND ORDAINED THROUGH A CAREFUL 
PROCESS. 
Scripture is not silent on the way in which deacons should be selected.  In fact, one 
could probably argue that the Bible says more about the deacons’ appointment than it 
does about how pastors are to be appointed.  Perhaps in his omniscience the Lord 
knew the church would struggle to select deacons in a healthy and holy way.  
Consequently, He gave adequate space in his revealed Word to give insight and 
instruction on the topic.

	 I’ve often been amazed at the unhealthiness surrounding deacon selection in 
many churches.  Deacons select fellow deacons in some churches.  In effect, the 
deacon ministry is a self-governing and self-propagating board.  Little to no 
congregational or ministerial input is given.

	 In other congregations, deacons are regarded as little more than exemplary 
community citizens.  If a man is successful in business, he is often regarded as a prime 
candidate to serve.  Though some may not have a heart for ministry, and though they 
may be scripturally qualified for the office, they are appointed to the deacon ministry 
for worldly reason.  At times, men are made deacons primarily because they are 
influential in their community, because they own a lot of properties in town, because 
they have held public office, or because they have a track record of helping civic 
groups in their community.  While such things are not bad in and of themselves, and 
while having deacons with good earthly expertise and experience is beneficial, such 
things do not necessarily qualify a man for office.  Let’s consider how deacons should 
be selected by examining a few key ideas from Acts 6:1-7.


Proper Consideration of Qualifications 
Scripture is clear that there are certain qualifications that deacon candidates must 
embody.  More will be said about these qualifications later in this study.  For now, know 
this — there are two primary passages that outline the qualifications for deacons.  One 
is found in 1 Timothy 3:8-13.  The other is contained within the text we have been 
considering in this chapter.  

	 In Acts 6:3, the apostles instructed the church to select qualified men for the 
office of deacon by saying, “Brothers and sisters, select from among you seven men of 
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good reputation, full of the Spirit and wisdom, whom we can appoint to this duty.”  
Familiar with the apostolic precedent for deacon qualifications, Paul was clear 
concerning the need for such qualifications when writing to Timothy:


Deacons, likewise, should be worthy of respect, not hypocritical, not drinking a lot 
of wine, not greedy for money, holding the mystery of the faith with a clear 
conscience. They must also be tested first; if they prove blameless, then they can 
serve as deacons.  Wives, likewise, should be worthy of respect, not slanderers, 
self-controlled, faithful in everything.  Deacons are to be husbands of one wife, 
managing their children and their own households competently.  For those who 
have served well as deacons acquire a good standing for themselves and great 
boldness in the faith that is in Christ Jesus (1 Timothy 3:8-13).


We will go into more detail regarding the meaning and rationale behind the 
aforementioned qualifications later in this study.  For now, be aware that there are 
straightforward qualifications for the office.  Also know that such qualifications are 
intended to safeguard the reputation of the church and to provide holy examples of 
Christian living before the church.


Congregational Input and Approval 
When the apostles called for the establishment of the first deacon ministry, they 
appealed to the entire congregation of believers in Jerusalem for input and help.  
Notice the way in which they said, “Brothers and sisters, select from among you…” in 
Acts 6:3.  Also, take note of the way in which the final decisions concerning the newly-
formed deacon ministry did not move forward until the saying “…pleased the whole 
company” in Acts 6:5. 

	 The fact that the apostle’s requested both congregational input (Acts 6:3) and 
approval (Acts 6:5) for deacon ministry is significant.  In regard to revealing truth and 
directing the affairs of the church, apostle’s were granted authority from Jesus.  In most 
cases, their word was binding (Matthew 18:18).  Consider the way Paul argued for his 
apostolic authority in 1 Corinthians 9:1-2.  Apostles had the right to speak 
unequivocally in matters related to faith and practice.  They were the foundation upon 
which the Lord built His church (Ephesians 2:20).   

	 Despite the authority invested in apostles, they sought congregational input and 
approval when selecting the first deacons.  Why?  They wanted to set a precedent for 
the role of the body throughout the church age.  According to the Lord’s design, the 
head of the church — Jesus Christ (Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:18) — is represented 
through the body of the church.  

	 Jesus alluded to these realities in Matthew 18:20, saying, “For where two or 
three are gathered together in my name, I am there among them.” Jesus’ point was 
that debatable matters within the church can be decided by the witness of the 
congregation.  His teaching was based upon practices within the Mosaic Law 
(Deuteronomy 19:15).  In his teaching, Paul also referred to the concept of two or three 
witnesses in order to encourage congregational votes on controversial matters (2 
Corinthians 13:1; 1 Timothy 5:19).




  	 What does all of this mean for us?  When deacons are nominated and approved, 
the congregation should have some sort of voice or vote.  Neither a “board” of elders 
or a “board” of deacons should make an exclusive decision.  There is safety and 
wisdom in enlisting the entire congregation in the selection and ordination of deacons.  
More will be said about this later in our study.


Pastoral Input and Approval 
Notice from the account in Acts 6 that the apostles also had a special degree of input 
and approval in the selection of the first deacons.  Acts 6:6 says the congregation “…
had them stand before the apostles.”  The act demonstrated the apostle’s concurrence 
with the church’s recommendation.  It was necessary for those who ministered the 
word to give approval to those who would serve alongside them.

	 Nowadays, the twelve apostles are no longer with us.  However, we do have 
individuals who are entrusted with ministering the Word — pastors, bishops, or elders 
(Ephesians 4:11; Titus 1:5-9; 1 Peter 5:1-5).  Such individuals stand in succession of 
the apostles (Ephesians 2:20).  Consequently, it stands to reason that they have a role 
similar to the apostles in approving deacon nominations within the church.  If deacons 
are to support the ministry of pastors, it is logical that pastors should be in agreement 
with who will serve as deacons.  Thus, God’s Word provides precedent for such a 
practice.


Ordination 
I recently talked to a pastor friend who told me something like this — “Patrick, 
ordination isn’t scriptural.  It isn’t in the Bible.  It is something men made up.”  I 
disagree with my friend.  While the word ordination may not be in the Bible, the 
practice is.  

	 There are a number of important words we use in the church nowadays that 
don’t appear in Scripture.  Think about terms like “missions,” “missionary,” and 
“Trinity.”  While such words may not be found in the pages of the English Bible, they 
are indeed important to our faith.  They are words we use to depict realities and 
practices we find implied in God’s Word.

	 Ordination is seen in Acts 6 through the process in which the apostles “laid their 
hands on” the first deacons. More will be said later about ordination in this study.  For 
the purpose of our present discussion, know this — the act was a worshipful event 
performed in front of the church.  It involved a symbolic gesture whereby deacons were 
confirmed as having authority to fulfill their office.  We see the practice of ordaining 
church officers in other places within the New Testament (Acts 13:3; 2 Timothy 1:6).  
When local congregations elect new deacons, they should formally recognize them 
before the church through a process known as ordination.


DEACON MINISTRY CAN HELP GROW THE CHURCH. 
I would like to close with a simple observation concerning the result of the installation 
of the first deacons.  The Bible says, “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). Applied to “the word of God,” the word rendered “spread” 



depicted an “increase in relation to spiritual things.”  The idea was that the truth of God 
gained spiritual dominance over hearts and minds in Jerusalem.

	 The Word was only able to spread because the deacon ministry unleashed the 
apostles to minister the word in an unrestrained fashion.  Because the Twelve weren’t 
encumbered with physical matters, they were able to fully devote themselves to 
spiritual matters.  The conversions that resulted from the unfettered preaching of the 
apostles was miraculous.  Even priests were converted.  

	 The application for us is clear.  If deacons serve faithfully, ministers will be 
enabled to minister the word more freely.  Being unhindered by practical needs within 
the church, they will be able to give their undivided attention to gospel ministry.  Their 
undivided devotion to God’s Word will unleash the power of God, since God’s Word “is 
the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16).  

	 Plain and simple — if the church follows God’s plan for the church, spiritual and 
numerical growth will occur.  Such increases won’t always be exponential, but they will 
occur nonetheless.  If that doesn’t motivate us to pursue God’s ideal for the deacon 
ministry, I don’t know what will!


