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Scripture reveals that the Lord has ordained three institutions for society — the family 
(Genesis 1:28, 2:24), government (Romans 13:1), and the church.  Each has a special 
place and purpose.  Of the three, the church is of special significance.  It is an 
organization unlike any other.  Its establishment is timeless in nature (Revelation 13:8) 
and it will exist into the aeons of eternity (Revelation 22:5).  Charles Spurgeon once 
proclaimed that the church “will never be overthrown, let the devil send what 
hurricanes he may.” 
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	 Considering the nature of the church, God’s people should have a special regard 
for it.  They should love it, support it, and participate in its ministries.  Such is 
especially true for deacons.  In his book “Disciplines of a Godly Man,” Kent Hughes 
says, “Personally, the doctrine of the Church ought to tell us that we are part of the 
grandest institution the universe has ever known, and that we are tragically diminished 
by non-participation in Christ's Body.  Correspondingly, the Church is diminished by 
our non-participation as well.  You and I need the Church!"  
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	 A question we face is, “What is involved with the ministry of the church?”  To be 
involved in the body of Christ, we need a clear understanding of how it operates.  It is 
necessary to be settled on things like purpose, mission, vision, and priorities.  Without 
a grasp of what constitutes healthy church life, one will flounder and fail to engage.


No Vision = No Participation 
An experience from my childhood reminds me of how important it is to identify an 
organization’s reason for existing.  When I was around ten years old, my parents 
enrolled me in Boy Scouts.  I was excited, and my parents were as well.  We both had 
visions of wilderness excursions, campfires, and newly acquired skills for tying knots.  
Unfortunately, my dream fizzled and faded as quickly as it started.

	 The problem with my troop was one of leadership.  Because of a lack of clear 
direction and purpose, boys struggled.  Meeting times weren’t centered on what Boy 
Scouts was supposed to be and do.  Though I knew the organization had a great 
reputation for teaching important life skills, I didn’t feel like I learned anything.  One of 
the only memories I have involves me and my scout friends sitting on the couch in my 
leader’s house, chatting, and eating snacks while we watched television.  I even 
remember an evening in which we played video games!  Frustrated, I eventually quit.

	 Sadly, many local churches are like the troop to which I belonged.  They lack 
clear vision.  The congregation is off focus and it rarely takes action on its stated 
objectives and priorities.  Religious entertainment, socializing, and the like seem to be 
the rule of the day for a lot of congregations.  Many know the church should be better 
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and do better, but they don’t see a clear way out of the confusion.  Unfortunately, many 
give up.

	 Issues related to church mission and vision are especially important for 
deacons.  If the deacons aren’t clear on why the church exists and what the church is 
supposed to do, how will the average laypeople grasp such things?  

	 The purpose of this study is to survey the purpose and priorities for the church.  
We will see that Scripture gives a clear picture regarding why the church exists and 
what it is supposed to do.  We will also discuss a plan through which churches can 
take action on their biblical priorities.  Last, we will look at a method through which 
deacons can fulfill their God-given mandate.  Through what I call “church processes,” 
deacons can support the ministries and ministers of the church by tending to practical 
needs within the church.  By covering these subjects, I believe deacons can be better 
equipped to fulfill the part they play in the life of the church.

	 

THE PURPOSE OF THE CHURCH 
When it comes to church ministry strategy, the first issue to settle is that of purpose.  In 
other fields of organizational life, this subject is known as mission. The question to 
consider is, “Why do we exist?”  Without a clear understanding of the purpose of the 
church, individual members won’t be compelled to engage in the church as they ought.  
Such is true for deacons, pastors, and saints alike.

	 Fortunately, Scripture gives us clear directives concerning the purpose of the 
church.  Such directions come from Jesus Himself.  Since He is the head of the church, 
He alone has the prerogative to set the agenda for its mission.  The Bible says, “Christ 
is the head of the church. He is the Savior of the body” (Ephesians 5:22).  It also says, 
“He is also the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the 
dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything” (Colossians 1:18).


The Right to Set the Rules 
Growing up, there were times in which I argued with my dad.  Taking issue with one of 
his rules, I voiced my displeasure.  A lot of times, I knew what his reply would be as 
soon as my complaint left my lips.  He would often answer me with a well-worn axiom 
offered by many dads throughout the generations — “As long as you live in my house, 
you will follow my rules!”

	 When it comes to the church, we should regard Jesus as being the one who has 
the sole authority for determining the purpose of the church.  It is right to do so, since 
he is the head of the body.  When He gave His Great Commission, He prefaced it by 
saying, “All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth” (Matthew 
28:18-20).

	 The word translated “authority” in Matthew 28:18 was one that referred to power 
for decision making.   It described one who had the right to determine a course of 3

action.  Interestingly, Jesus implemented the term in the context of talking about the 
mission for His church.  His point was that He alone had the prerogative to establish its 
purpose.
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Two Passages, One Purpose 
When we study Scripture, we find that the Lord has one grand purpose for all of 
humanity.  That purpose is stated in Genesis 1:26-27, a passage that speaks of how 
the Lord created humankind in “His image.”  

	 What does it mean to be made in “the image of God?”  The answer to that 
question is one theologians have debated for millennia.  It is not my intent to give a 
detailed answer here.  For now, I will just offer a simple explanation.  To be made in the 
image of God means that men and women have been made to relate to God and to 
reflect His nature to others.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism stated this by saying, 
“Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him for ever.”

	 Humanity’s purpose tells us a lot about the purpose of the church.  If people are 
made to relate to God and reflect God’s nature, the church exists to help people 
experience those realities.  There are two passages of Scripture that make this 
abundantly clear.  They constitute what are known as Jesus’ “great” teachings.  The 
first is the Great Commandment and the second is the Great Commission.

	 The Great Commandment is found in Matthew 22:37-40.  It says, “Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the 
greatest and most important command.  The second is like it: Love your neighbor as 
yourself.  All the Law and the Prophets depend on these two commands.”  Jesus’ 
commandment concerning love provided His disciples with a simple way of fulfilling 
God’s Moral Law.  If disciples adhere to the Great Commandment, they will by default 
fulfill all the Ten Commandments require, since those commandments are centered on 
actions toward God (Exodus 20:1-11) and others (Exodus 20:12-17).  At the end of the 
day, the Great Commandment focuses on how humanity fulfills its first reason for 
existing — relating to God.

	 The Great Commission is found in Matthew 28:18-20.  It says, “All authority has 
been given to me in heaven and on earth.  Go, therefore, and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.”  Plain and simple, the church exists to make 
disciples all over the world.  The Great Commission focuses on how humanity fulfills its 
second reason for existing — reflecting God to others.


State Your Purpose 
Together, the Great Commandment and the Great Commission provide the purpose of 
the church.  Every church should have relating to God and reflecting Him as their main 
mission.  Each congregation may state its purpose in a different way, but the heart 
behind their purpose statement should remain the same.  At my church, we like to say, 
“We exist to connect people to their ultimate purpose in life in Jesus Christ.”	 	 	
	 Does your church have a purpose statement?  Are the ministries of your church 
grounded in the Great Commandment and Great Commission?  Make sure your 
deacon ministry is clear on these matters.  Maybe you need to work with your pastor, 
staff, and church body to articulate a clear compelling mission statement.  Deacon 
ministry will never be strong until it has a conviction concerning why the church exists. 
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THE PRIORITIES OF THE CHURCH

Purpose is good, but more is needed for churches to be all God wants them to be.  To 
live up to their full potential, local congregations must give adequate attention to their 
biblical priorities.  We see the place of priorities in the church in the book of Acts.  
Luke, the author of the book, gave special attention to the way the early church 
fervently committed itself to certain actions.  In Acts 2:42, we read, “They devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread, and to 
prayer.”

	 What’s the difference between purpose and priorities?  The answer can seem 
difficult to some.  Purpose deals with why the church exists, priorities deal with what 
the church does.  Purpose is concerned with mission; priorities are actions the church 
takes to fulfill its mission.  Priorities are like stepping stones the church takes as they 
attempt to fulfill the Great Commandment and Great Commission.  They give focus and 
clarity so that the church can fulfill its purpose.


Every Goal Needs Action Steps 
When I think about the difference between purpose and priorities, I think of what’s 
involved with losing weight and getting in shape.  Each January, countless hordes start 
the year with strong resolutions concerning health.  With visions of a trim waistlines 
and better physiques, they resolve to exercise more frequently and avoid unhealthy 
foods.  They hope that they will look better for the beach when the summer months 
come.  Before February arrives, however, the best of intentions have died.

	 What is the reason for the failure of many weight-loss programs?  I propose that 
many don’t make a clear distinction between purpose and priorities.  Most set out with 
a clear purpose — lose weight, get in shape, be healthier, and the like.  However, few 
establish key priorities that help them fulfill their purpose — do helpful cardiovascular 
exercise for one hour a day, reduce intake of fatty foods, increase vegetables, get 
proper sleep, and limit calories to the appropriate daily allotment.

	 In any endeavor, a purpose is inspirational and helpful.  It brings clarity to what 
one wants to do.  However, clear priorities are necessary.  They pave a path to fulfilling 
one’s purpose.


Four Priorities 
All of this is true for the church as well.  The Lord has given His people a clear purpose, 
but He has also outlined some priorities to which they should be committed.  We saw 
some of them in my reference to Acts 2:42.  Let’s look at them in more detail now.  To 
serve well as a deacon, you should be aware of four basic priorities that should mark 
every congregation.


Worship  
The book of Acts speaks of the way in which the early church committed itself to 
“prayer” (Acts 2:42).  In that activity, we see the a commitment to worship.  The early 
church continued the tradition of the apostles.  Paul told the Colossians, “Let the word 
of Christ dwell richly among you, in all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another 
through psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing to God with gratitude in your 
hearts” (Colossians 3:16).  He told the Ephesians, “…be filled by the Spirit: speaking to 
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one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing and making music with your 
heart to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:19).

	 Worship can be defined as “giving worth to God.”  In essence, any activity can 
be turned into an act of worship.  Working, eating, relating, and playing can all be used 
as avenues for praising the Lord.  However, there is something special about the 
corporate worship of God’s people.  It is for good reason that Jesus Himself made sure 
to be present at the synagogue on the Sabbath.  

	 In the New Testament age, believers are to gather on the Lord’s Day — Sunday 
(Matthew 28:1; 1 Corinthians 16:1; Revelation 1:10).  When they do, they are to give 
attention to preaching and praise; Scripture and singing; worship and the Word.  In 
doing such, they receive edification and encouragement they need.  Additionally, the 
Lord receives the praise and exaltation He deserves.


Fellowship 
The earliest believers devoted themselves to “fellowship” (Acts 2:42).  Such activity 
involved a sense of community, connection, and camaraderie amongst the body of 
Christ.  Paul gave witness of how he enjoyed such a kinship with believers in Philippi.  
The gathering of God’s people is to place priority on relationships with other believers.  
The church should be a place in which Christians connect life on life with other 
Christians.  Through fellowship, they receive the encouragement and support they 
need in life (Hebrews 10:24-25). 

Discipleship Training 
The first church was committed to “the apostles’ teaching.”  Doctrine was a priority.  
Such was in keeping with Jesus’ Great Commission.  In that mandate, the Lord told his 
disciples to be engaged in teaching people to obey his commandments (Matthew 
28:19).  

	 In the pages of the New Testament, we find that the training movement Jesus 
espoused carried on to the first congregations.  Paul instructed Timothy, saying, “What 
you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, commit to faithful men 
who will be able to teach others also” (2 Timothy 2:2).  Congregations are to be places 
in which believers teach others with the intent that those others also teach others.  The 
truth of Christ is to be passed on to subsequent generations with an eye on multiplying 
the number of believers who are strong in Christian doctrine.


Ministry 
According to the New Testament, every member is to be engaged in some sort of 
ministry (2 Corinthians 5:17-18).  In the first-century church, believers were expected to 
use their spiritual gifts for the profit of the entire body (Romans 12:6-8).  Pastors and 
ministers weren’t regarded as super-holy hired men who were the only ones who had a 
hand in ministry.  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…” (Ephesians 4:11-12).  Notice from Paul’s words that pastors are supposed 
to train saints for the ministry.  Notice as well that all saints are supposed to play a part 
in the ministry.  All are to use their spiritual gifts so that others might know Jesus and 
grow in Jesus.
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Supporting the Priorities 
After college, I returned home and joined a church in my hometown.  The pastor of that 
church had a strong commitment to the purpose and priorities of the church.  He and 
the staff had articulated a clear and clever way of communicating them to the body.  
The pastor was known for the way in which he would weave talk about the church 
priorities into nearly every conversation.  In fact, if you saw him in the hallway, he might 
even ask, “What are our four priorities?”

	 My pastor’s approach may have seemed a little bit zealous to some, but I think 
he was on to something.  Strong churches have a strong commitment to their biblical 
purpose and priorities.  Be aware of such things as you serve as a deacon.  It will be 
hard for you to undergird the work of ministry, if you don’t know what the ministry of 
the church entails.


THE PLAN OF THE CHURCH 
It has often been said that a failure to plan is a plan to fail.  Such can also be true in the 
church.  A compelling purpose and clear priorities are of little use if there is not a plan 
to execute.  A plan is a way of ensuring one takes action on purpose and priorities.

	 I think of a church plan as being similar to my daily calendar.  As a pastor, I have 
stated my life purpose as being “to help grow people into committed followers of 
Jesus.”  To fulfill that purpose, I have identified four priorities for my ministry — 
preaching, prayer, planning, and people.  If I do those four things on a regular basis, I 
believe I will naturally fulfill my purpose as a pastor.

	 The trick is that I have to be intentional to do those things on a consistent basis.  
Consequently, I have enacted a plan to help.  Each work day is divided up in 
accordance with my work priorities.  During the morning time, I devote myself to prayer 
and preparation for preaching.  My afternoons are given to people and planning.  I try 
to make sure that nothing lands on my calendar that does not contribute to my stated 
work priorities.  By doing so, I have a direct way of ensuring that I regularly take action 
on my priorities so that I can fulfill my purpose.

	 I believe churches need to do something similar when it comes to their God-
given purpose and priorities.  There are all types of ways for churches to pursue God’s 
will.  Some use recurring ministry events, camps, musicals, and the like.  Others are 
program centered.  Some use small groups as a mechanism for pursuing biblical 
priorities.  None of these approaches are necessarily right or wrong.  Context and 
culture is often key.  What works in one place may not work in another.  Paul ministered 
differently in Philippi (Acts 16) than he did in Athens (Acts 17).

	 Each church must wrestle with how it will fulfill its purpose and priorities. In my 
church, our plan is this — We align ministry events and meeting times with our church 
priorities.  Any event on the calendar must be devoted to one of our priorities.  In 
addition, our regular meeting times — Sunday morning worship, Sunday School, 
Sunday night gathering, and Wednesday night gathering — are each devoted to a 
specific priority.  Sunday morning worship is devote to worship, Sunday School is 
devoted to fellowship, Sunday night is dedicated to discipleship, and Wednesday night 
is reserved for ministry outreach.
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	 We like our plan because it guarantees that we take action on our purpose and 
priorities each week.  One can be assured that we are engaged in worshipping, 
fellowshipping, discipling, and evangelizing each week.  Furthermore, our calendar isn’t 
cluttered with a flurry of pointless events.  We aren’t afraid to say no to things that 
promote little more than religious busyness.  We don’t have four church meetings with 
the same thing each week — singing and speaking.  Our ministry events and meeting 
times are all aligned with Christ’s mission.  Our approach certainly isn’t perfect, but it 
gives us a plan for fulfilling our purpose and priorities.


THE PROCESSES OF THE CHURCH 
The ministers are called to lead the work of ministry (Acts 6:4; Ephesians 4:11-12).  
Deacons are called to support the ministry by taking care of practical needs within the 
church (Acts 6:3).  In the early church, the nature of deacon ministry required that 
deacons help with the daily distribution of food for widows in Jerusalem (Acts 6:1).  The 
way in which deacons lend support may look different from church to church, town to 
town, and generation to generation.

	 Each deacon ministry is tasked with discerning how it might best undergird the 
ministry of its pastors and ministers.  Scripture does not give a prescription of exactly 
how they are to offer support; it only provides a description of what the first deacons 
did.  One deacon named Tychichus served by delivering news and correspondences to 
Paul’s church plants (Ephesians 6:21).

	 While deacons support the minister’s ministry, they may do so in a number of 
ways.  What does this mean for twenty-first century churches?  Especially in the West, 
it seems like practical needs are more numerous than ever before.  Expansive 
buildings, technological advances, and the like have made ministry really complex.

	 To help lead our deacons to embrace their God-given responsibility, our church 
has created a “process” system.  We have identified three groups of processes that 
identify the different types of work deacons can do.  Within the three groups, there are 
a total of ten processes.  Let’s briefly consider each one.  A deacon ministry may not 
embrace each, but by sharing them I can give you an idea of some of the types of work 
a deacon ministry might tackle.

	  

Management Processes  
Management processes center on work that is administrative in nature.  While there are 
committees to help with most of these matters, deacons can lend assistance by 
providing support and communication.


Building & Properties 
The purpose of this process is to provide up-to-date and functional buildings, facilities, 
equipment, and grounds.  Deacons can assist by performing projects, enlisting 
volunteers to work, overseeing commercial contractors, hosting work days, 
communicating needs to the church body, and more.


Stewardship 

The purpose of this process is to promote tithing and giving amongst the membership 
of the church.  Deacons can lend support by communicating stewardship needs to the 
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church, providing training on giving, producing publications that inform the church of 
budget matters, and more.

 

Policies & Procedures 
The purpose of this process is to provide guidance and appropriate limits to activities 
of the church by articulating specific responsibilities, plans, goals, and more for each 
group within the church.  I understand that church polity may bring variance to how this 
is done in different congregations.  While there may be boards, ministers, committees, 
and/or ministry teams that have autonomy to set specific church policies, deacons can 
help with communication and continuity of church policies.


Safety 
The purpose of this process is to manage plans for protection and safety for each 
group entering the church campus.  Deacons can help by serving as parking lot 
greeters, working as security officers at strategic locations, enacting policies for 
ensuring security, overseeing building lock-up, and more.


Marketing Processes  
Marketing processes center on work that is promotional in nature.  While there may be 
a committee, ministry team, or staff member to help with such things, deacons can 
assist with support and communication.


Promotion 
The purpose of this process is to inform, connect, and engage all stakeholders in 
support of the ministry objectives of  the church.  Deacons can give assistance by 
utilizing digital and print materials for the purpose of reaching people with the gospel 
and promoting church events. 


Assimilation 
The purpose of this process is to help people get to their next step of faith 
development, leadership, and service in the church.   Duties can involve follow up with 
prospective members, assistance with baptism, work in decision counseling, and 
more.


Ministry Processes  
Pastors and ministers are to lead the work of ministry (Ephesians 4:11), saints are to do 
the ministry (Ephesians 4:12), and deacons are to support the work of ministry (Acts 
6:3).  While the ministry of the church is given to the entire church, there are often 
numerous practical needs associated with it.  This is where deacons can be helpful.  In 
our church, we have identified four ministry processes that require ongoing practical 
assistance. 


Prayer 
This process aims to encourage the worship of Jesus Christ through the practice and 
power of prayer.  Deacons can assist by communicating prayer needs, hosting prayer 
meetings, producing prayer lists, and the like.
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Care 
This process has the goal of expressing Christ’s love by showing faith, hope, and 
comfort to others in life’s circumstances.  Deacons can help in this area through 
delivering meals to those in need, providing assistance to the homeless, visiting the 
sick, ministering to the homebound, caring for widows, and more. 


Missions 
This process is concerned with leading the church to commit to the Great Commission 
(Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8).  Deacons can support this process by organizing 
support for missionaries, planning short-term mission trips, hosting mission projects, 
and more.


Evangelism 
This process is focused on encouraging, equipping, and training the people of the 
church in order to develop a culture of gospel witnessing.  Deacons can help by 
hosting evangelistic events, organizing community canvassing, conducting evangelism 
training, and more.


Process Framework  
Once a church has identified which processes are important, it is critical that each one 
is managed effectively and efficiently.  At our church, we aim to be clear about the 
purpose and priorities of each process.  Each year, we set goals to articulate the ways 
in which deacons can lend support.  I have found that this approach gives clear 
direction to how deacons can be involved in supporting the ministry of the Word (Acts 
6:3).  Deacons have a major part to play in the ministry strategy of the church!
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