
Series: Basic Deacon Ministry

Title: Lesson 5 - Deacon Qualifications

Text(s): Acts 6:3; 1 Timothy 3:8-13

 

We now come to one of the most difficult topics associated with deacon ministry — 
deacon qualifications.  In my ministry as a pastor, I have experience confusion, 
controversy, and even conflict regarding this topic.  Perhaps no other issue brings a 
sense of apprehension amongst the ministry like this one.  It is, however, one that must 
be addressed, since it is thoroughly rooted in Scripture.  Two passages deal with the 
qualifications of deacons — Acts 6:3 and 1 Timothy 3:8-13.


“Liberty” & “Legalism" 
We will dive into the aforementioned passages in a moment.  For now, let’s be aware 
that there are some extremes to avoid in regard to this subject.  Many churches miss 
the mark because they are reluctant to lovingly uphold the Bible’s standard.  Some are 
guilty of an unhealthy emphasis on liberty.  All in the name of not wanting to “judge,” 
and all in the name of expressing love and grace, some overlook what the Bible says 
on this matter.  

	 It is worth noting that the early church did “judge” its leaders in a healthy sense.  
Though Christ condemned the sinful, self-righteous judging that was common amongst 
the Pharisees (Matthew 7:1-6), He instructed His disciples to be discerning, and to 
employ holy, righteous types of judgments when necessary (John 7:24).  Likewise, Paul 
encouraged his readers to make righteous judgments (1 Corinthians 11:13, 31).  He 
also professed that he himself engaged in judging others when holy necessity required 
it (1 Corinthians 5:3).  The overall teaching of Scripture concerning judgement gives 
evidence that local congregations should carefully analyze who participates in deacon 
ministry by using the standard of God’s Word.

	 In all of this, it is indeed critical to avoid a legalistic approach.  Legalism is the 
act of attempting to earn favor with God through man-made rules.  In reference to 
deacon ministry, some erect standards that are too harsh.  They enforce extra-biblical, 
cultural customs to determine who can be a deacon and who can’t.  Both Jesus and 
Paul spoke out against such sinful judging (Matthew 7:1; Colossians 2:16).  In 
upholding deacon qualifications, we should be diligent to say neither more nor less 
than what scripture says.

	 In regard to this issue, one can also be guilty of what could be regarded as an 
attitude of legalism.  Such individuals may not necessarily concoct extra-biblical 
commands in order to earn God’s favor, but they have an air of self-righteousness.  The 
attitude of the Pharisee permeates all they do.  Jesus said, “Whenever you pray, you 
must not be like the hypocrites, because they love to pray standing in the synagogues 
and on the street corners to be seen by people.  Truly I tell you, they have their reward” 
(Matthew 6:5).

	 Some approach deacon qualifications with a certain spiritual smugness.  They 
imagine they are spiritually a cut above the rest of the body.  Because they check all 
the necessary boxes, they envision themselves as being a part of an elite group.  As we 
dive into our study of the Scriptural standards for deacon ministry, we will discover that 

1



such a perspective is faulty and ungrounded.  Qualifications for the offices of the 
church were never intended to serve as a super-holy checklist.

	 In what follows, I will attempt to lead us to a more healthy, scripturally-based, 
Christ-honoring understanding of deacon qualifications.  To do so, we will examine the 
questions of why and what.  It will be our aim to know why God has given 
qualifications in the first place.  Then we will seek to have a clear understanding of 
what each biblical qualification means.

	 As we begin, know that this aspect of deacon ministry is critical.  In one sense, 
this might be the most important part of our entire study.  If qualifications for deacon 
ministry are compromised, the entire ministry will suffer.  In his book Good to Great, 
Jim Collins made much of the need to have the right people on the proverbial bus.  Our 
ultimate standard for deacon ministry is God’s Word, not a best-selling business book.  
However, we can glean an important principle from Collins’ writings.  When deacons 
don’t live up to what God desires, the entire church will suffer.  Ministry attempts will 
fall flat and appeals for Christ will ring hollow.


WHY ARE THERE QUALIFICATIONS? 
I once heard it said that we currently live in a “why generation.”  Previous generations, 
like the vaunted builder generation, were more concerned with “what.”  They normally 
were willing to embrace duty for the sake of duty.  They didn’t ask many questions.  
They were faithful to principles for the sake of principle.

	 The emerging generations want to know why they should do something.  Such 
curiosity is not necessarily bad.  God is not threatened by inquisitiveness.  His axioms 
are true, since He has established fixed realities for His creation.  When it comes to His 
standards for holiness, the church, and even the deacon ministry, there is good 
rationale for all of His standards.

	 As we discuss what can sometimes be a contentious topic, let’s first consider 
why God gave qualifications for deacons.  An understanding of His divine rationale will 
help us.  It will equip us with greater degrees of love and boldness as we aim for 
faithfulness to His Word.  From Scripture, I believe we can see three reasons why the 
Lord has given qualifications for deacons.


To Provide an Example 
I’ll never forget the first time I went through a deacon selection process.  I was in my 
mid twenties and I was pastoring my first church.  An older deacon led me through the 
church’s customary approach for selecting and ordaining deacons.  As we sat down to 
analyze the church’s policies on deacon ministry, he said something like, “These are 
qualifications for who can serve.  Deacons are to live a little more of a committed 
Christian life than the rest of the church.”

	 It is not my intent to speak ill of another brother in Christ.  He loved the Lord and 
his church.  However, I believe he unwittingly regarded deacon qualifications in an 
unhealthy way.  In his mind, Scriptures standards constituted an elevated, super-
special attribute list.

	 It is important to realize that the biblical qualifications for deacons aren’t a list of 
extraordinary character traits.  For the most part, they are an expression of God’s will 
for every believer.  Each Christian should strive to live up to what we find in Acts 6:3 
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and 1 Timothy 3:8-13.  No born-again believer should claim exemption from any of the 
attributes we find.

	 I remember when this reality first struck me.  In preparing to preach a message 
for a deacon ordination, I studied the two passages that list the deacon qualifications.  
My approach was to do a word study on each of the Greek words used in the lists.  
When I did, I found that nearly all of the Greek terms could be found elsewhere in 
Scripture.  In many cases, other verses used the exact same terminology from the 
deacon qualifications to speak of God’s will for every believer.  I learned the deacon 
qualifications aren’t something for deacons alone.  Instead, the Lord actually desires 
every believer to embrace the virtues found in the deacon qualification lists.

	 So why does God give qualifications for deacons?  The answer is simple.  There 
is an old leadership axiom that says, “As goes the leadership, so goes the people.”  If 
deacons don’t embrace what God wants for every believer, it stands to reason that the 
average church member won’t.  The Bible requires qualifications for deacons because 
it is imperative for the leadership to embody what the Lord expects of each believer.  
Deacons are to be a model of what every Christian should be.

	 We see this idea upheld throughout Scripture.  Consider the case of Moses.  
Though the man was used mightily to accomplish God’s will for Israel, he was 
prohibited from entering into Canaan.  Why?  Because he had become compromised in 
his example before God’s people (Numbers 20:12).

	 Paul’s ministry also supports the importance of a godly example.  It is for good 
reason that he told the Corinthians, “Imitate me, as I also imitate Christ” (1 Corinthians 
11:1).  The apostle knew a leader’s example is often his most powerful tool in ministry.  
This is why he encouraged Timothy by saying, “Don’t let anyone despise your youth, 
but set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, and in 
purity” (1 Timothy 4:12).  The tenor of Scripture reveals that character requirements are 
important for church leaders, since church leaders are ordained to give a godly 
example for God’s people.

	 All of these things became personal to me when my children began to grow.  
They have been immersed in church life since birth, so they have a good familiarity with 
God’s truth, basic Christian virtue, and the ins and outs of the church world.  I have a 
distinct memory of an occasion in which I became acutely aware of the need for 
qualifications amongst church leadership.  My family and I had visited a family’s house 
for a small group get-together.  The fellowship event had food, games, a swimming 
pool, and lots of conversation.  At one particular point in the evening, one church 
leader did something that was not becoming of a church leader.  I won’t elaborate on 
the man’s behavior, but I will say it was inappropriate.  The man later expressed regret 
for his actions and was restored.  However, his behavior was noticeable to those 
present.

	 After my family left the party, we hadn’t traveled far when one of my sons asked, 
“Dad, why did that man do that?”  I was stunned, having not even thought about the 
fact that young eyes had observed the man’s behavior.  Though the man eventually 
expressed remorse and experienced restoration, his actions made an impact.  

	 This is the reason for biblical qualifications of church leaders.  Others are 
watching.  Example matters.  In a spirit of love, we should uphold God’s standards so 
that there might be holy patterns of living for the body of Christ.
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To Protect the Church’s Reputation 
While deacons serve as an example for believers within the walls of the church, they 
also serve as an evangelistic witness for unbelievers outside of the church.  Never 
forget that Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt should lose its taste, 
how can it be made salty?  It’s no longer good for anything but to be thrown out and 
trampled under people’s feet” (Matthew 5:13).  When leadership becomes tainted by 
the ways of the world, it won’t make much of an impact.  Overall, it is doubtful the 
church will be the salt and light of the world if it doesn’t adorn the character Christ 
desires (Matthew 5:16).

	 What does this mean for deacon qualifications?  It tells us that such 
qualifications are in place to ensure the church maintains a positive witness in the 
world.  A deacon should have no major blemish or blunder on his life that brings blame 
on the church.  We shouldn’t expect sinless perfectionism from deacons or pastors, 
but we should expect deacons to be heading in the right direction.  Our godly lives are 
perhaps the most powerful tool in Christian evangelism (1 Peter 2:12).

	 I became acquainted with these realities several years ago.  I was in a 
restaurant.  After having struck up a conversation with some men, I saw an opportune 
time to build a relationship for the purpose of evangelism.  When I invited them to 
church, one said, “I know a man from your church!”  My new acquaintance then named 
the name of one of our deacons.  The two happened to work with one another.  Next, 
he proceeded to tell me that the deacon had a special nickname amongst his co-
workers. The men at the worksite had affectionately created a title that contained a 
curse word affixed to the word “deacon.”  The man was known as “#$@!% Deacon.”  
He earned the name because of his foul language.

	 My heart sank as I heard the man’s story.  Attempts at witnessing seemed to be 
nullified because of the reputation of one deacon.  Do you see why deacon 
qualifications are important?  They don’t constitute a super-spiritual list of holy 
expectations.  Instead, they are a call to basic Christian character so that the witness 
of Christ might shine brightly.


To Back Up the Ministry and Messages of the Pastor(s)  
We have previously discussed the way in which the deacon office was created to 
support ministers’ ministry.  In Acts 6:3-4, the apostles called for the creation of the 
office by saying, “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.”  Deacon qualifications are 
also important for this reason — if the character and conduct of deacons contradicts 
the truth of God’s Word, deacons could inadvertently compromise the ministry of the 
ministers.  

	 How can pastors urge couples to stay married while deacons show a pattern of 
unhealthy marriages?  Shouldn’t it be regarded as difficult for a preacher to preach on 
themes of love and unity when there is strife between deacons and church members?  
One of the best ways a deacon can support his pastor’s ministry is by aiming to live 
what his pastor preaches.  When deacons have lifestyles that contradict the pastor’s 
preaching, teaching, or counseling, they inadvertently nullify his ministry.  The converse 
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is also true — when deacons live the Christian life, they serve as a catalyst for the 
pastor’s ministry.


WHAT ARE THE QUALIFICATIONS 
Now that we know the rationale behind the qualifications, it is important to consider the 
actual requirements.  The Bible is clear.  There are character expectations of those who 
serve in the deacon ministry.  Before we dive into the second part of our study, 
however, it is important to clarify a couple of issues. 


Debatable Matters 
First, there seems to be a level of Christian liberty when it comes to the interpretation 
of the qualifications.  Throughout the history of the church, there have been varying 
perspectives concerning the exact meaning of some requirements.  Nowadays, it 
seems there is usually debate concerning the qualifications associated with alcohol 
and divorce.

	 When it comes to debatable matters, believers should strive to maintain a spirit 
of charity and unity, in accordance with Romans 14.  Sometimes, God’s people won’t 
see eye to eye.  In such situations, it may not be possible for a spirit of fellowship to 
continue.  Think about Paul’s disagreements with John Mark (Acts 15:36-39) and Peter 
(Galatians 2:11-14).  Each local congregation should adhere to God’s Word, but there 
will be differences of opinion from time to time.  Each is free to make decisions on 
debatable matters in a way it deems best.

	 Jesus seemed to give place for such congregational authority in Matthew 
18:17-20.  In fact, the passage that outlines the formation of the first deacon ministry 
also provides an example of congregational decision making (Acts 6:3).  My point here 
is to say there should be room for disagreement on the exact interpretation of some 
qualifications.  

	 As a pastor, I have actually served in different congregations that had different 
takes on the qualifications related to alcohol and divorce.  None of the congregations I 
pastored denied any core doctrine of the faith, and none had any egregious practices 
that compromised the church’s testimony.  We can’t escape the reality that churches 
sometimes simply see things differently.  Distinctions in culture and convictions will 
lead us to different conclusions from time to time.

	 I say this because you may find yourself in disagreement with your congregation 
or another congregation.  Learn to discern which matters are primary and which 
matters are secondary or tertiary.  If you can’t agree with a congregation’s stance, you 
don’t have to have fellowship with that congregation.  If you think you can agree to 
disagree while retaining fellowship, do it.  The important thing is that your conscience is 
not conflicted as you serve in the body of Christ.  It is also important that local church 
autonomy is preserved as congregations seek to be faithful to the message and 
mission of Christ.


Policies and Procedures 
Along with church autonomy comes the issue of policies and procedures.  After 
deciding on the exact interpretation of each biblical qualification, each congregation 
and/or deacon ministry should establish some sort of document that gives a clear 
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explanation of the church’s stance.  Such a document can then be used as a guide 
when selecting and ordaining deacons.  If the waters are muddy on this matter, trouble 
will surely ensue.  Clarity is important.


The Sixteen Qualifications 
Now that we have discussed a couple of important matters related to deacon 
qualifications.  Let’s briefly look at each one.  Between the two texts of Scripture that 
speak to this issue, there are sixteen qualifications.  Each is important.  We often like 
simplicity and brevity in our modern, Western world.  However, each of the Bible’s 
requirements for deacons need consideration.  Every word of Scripture is inspired (2 
Timothy 3:16).  Jesus indicated we should value all of it (Matthew 5:18).  Consequently, 
faithful deacon ministries should lovingly evaluate each potential deacon on the basis 
of the sixteen qualifications given in Scripture.


1.  Men (Acts 6:3) 
Since men are to be the spiritual leaders of their homes (Ephesians 5:22; Genesis 3:9), 
it stands to reason that they should be spiritual leaders in the church.  Some would find 
qualms with such a perspective, indicating that Phoebe was a deacon.  It is worth 
noting that the word used of her in Romans 16:1 is indeed the word used elsewhere in 
the New Testament of the deacon ministry.  However, the word was also used on 
numerous occasions to speak of service outside of the deacon ministry (Matthew 
20:26, 23:11; 1 Corinthians 3:5; Ephesians 3:7).  There are people who render service in 
the church in varying capacities, and there are people who serve as deacons.  Both are 
forms of service, but only one constitutes an official office in the church.  When 
speaking about the office of deacon, Scripture is clear that men are to hold the office 
(Acts 6:3; 1 Timothy 3:12).  This qualification is based on the Lord’s ordained structure 
for the home and the church.


2.  Good Reputation (Acts 6:3) 
In Acts 6:3, the apostles requested that deacons be “of good reputation.”  The original 
language of the text contains the word from which we get our word “martyr.”  It carried 
the idea of “to be witnessed of” or “to be lauded of good report.”   Having a good 1

reputation is important for those who hold positions of leadership in the church.  If 
leaders give the church a bad name in the community, people will likely be deterred 
from the church’s witness.


3.  Controlled by The Spirit (Acts 6:3) 
A deacon should have attitudes and actions that seem to flow from the Spirit of God, 
not the flesh.  Christians are inhabited by the Holy Spirit at salvation (John 3:3; 
Galatians 3:2; 1 Corinthians 6:19-20).  If they live in accordance with that Spirit, their 
lives will produce the character of Christ (Galatians 5:22).  Deacons should give 
evidence that they know how to live a Spirit-driven life (Ephesians 5:18).


4.  Wise (Acts 6:3) 
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According to Acts 6:3, deacons are to also be “full of wisdom.”  One has defined the 
term’s meaning as referring to “skill the affairs of life, practical wisdom, wise 
management as showing in forming the best plans and selecting the best means, 
including the idea of sound judgment and good sense.”   The first deacon ministry was 2

responsible with serving a charity meal to hundreds of widows (Acts 4:4; 6:1).  Such a 
feat undoubtedly required a good bit of practical skill.


5.  Respectable (1 Timothy 3:8) 
Deacons are to have a pattern of life that solicits respect from others, a way of living 
that evokes honor.  If a man’s life is adorned with disrespectful and dishonorable 
things, he is not an ideal candidate for the deacon ministry.


6.  Not Hypocritical (1 Timothy 3:8) 
The Greek word translated “hypocritical” was one that referred to an actor in the first 
century.  Used in relation to the Christian life, it depicted one who lived one way before 
the church and another way apart from the church.  A hypocrite is one who has a 
profession that doesn’t match his practice.  Such individuals are not ideal for deacon 
ministry.


7.  Not Controlled by Alcohol (1 Timothy 3:8; Acts 6:3) 
The Bible does not necessarily command the teetotaler approach; however, spiritual 
leaders should be extra careful to not give a bad example or cause someone to 
stumble through their relationship with alcohol.  Spiritual leaders should also be vigilant 
to not be ensnared by the power of addiction (Proverbs 23:29-34).  This is especially 
true in an American society in which there are often many negative associations with 
alcohol consumption.  In some churches, it may be deemed necessary for deacons to 
commit to teetotaler practice in order to avoid the potential of erecting any sort of 
stumbling block.


8.  Not Greedy for Money (1 Timothy 3:8) 
Those who are considered for the office of deacon should be free from “the lust of the 
eye” (1 John 2:16).  Their lives shouldn’t give evidence of a love of money, since such is 
the root of all types of evil (1 Timothy 6:10).


9.  Grounded in The Faith (1 Timothy 3:9) 
It is important for a deacon to know what he believes about the Bible and why he 
believes it.  This is true, since the church is called “…to contend for the faith that was 
delivered to the saints once for all” (Jude 3).  Novices in scriptural and spiritual things 
should develop before committing to the demands of deacon ministry.


10.  Blameless (1 Timothy 3:10) 
Blamelessness does not imply perfection.  Instead, it implies that no major charge or 
accusation can be brought against one’s life.  A blameless deacon is like spiritual teflon 
— nothing sticks!
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11.  If he has a wife, his wife should be respectable (1 Timothy 3:11). 
It is not a requirement for a man to be married in order to be a deacon.  However, if a 
deacon is married, his wife must live up to certain character standards.  This is true 
because a man and his wife are one before the Lord (Genesis 2:24).  In addition, most 
of the world sees a husband and wife as being one.  What the wife does is associated 
with her husband.  As a result, deacon wives should embody certain virtues.  One of 
them involves respectability, a conduct and character worthy of respect and honor.


12.  If he has a wife, his wife should not be slanderous (1 Timothy 3:11). 
The original language of the New Testament uses a word from which we get our word 
“diabolical.” In doing so, it speaks of ungodly speech patterns.  The same terminology 
was used of the devil and devilish behavior within the New Testament (James 4:7; 1 
Peter 5:8).  In the context of 1 Timothy 3:11, it referred to a slanderous person who is 
known for accusing others without reason.  Since such behavior is a characteristic of 
Satan, it should not adorn the lives of believers, especially those associated with the 
leadership of the church.


13.  If he has a wife, his wife should be self-controlled (1 Timothy 3:11). 
Self-control is a fruit of God’s Spirit (Galatians 5:23).  Through living by the Spirit, one 
can suppress the promptings of the flesh and live a life that brings glory to God 
(Galatians 5:16).


14.  If he has a wife, his wife should be faithful (1 Timothy 3:11). 
Deacon wives are to live lives that exhibit trustworthiness and faithfulness in reference 
to the will and Word of God.


15.  Husband of One Wife (1 Timothy 3:12) 
The fifteenth qualification for deacons is a controversial one.  The original Greek literally 
means “one-woman man.”  Thus, it refers to a man characterized by one woman.  
Some would interpret the language as referring to a man who is married to only one 
woman at a time.  This interpretation would see Paul’s words as a condemnation of the 
practice of polygamy.  Such a view makes it possible for men who have been divorced 
to serve in the deacon ministry.

	 Others would see Paul’s words as prohibiting divorced men from serving as 
deacons.  Whatever view a church takes, it is important that the deacon ministry stand 
united in their interpretation.  This is one area in which there is room for differences of 
perspective.  Some churches see things one way; others see them another.  I 
personally believe the text of 1 Timothy 3:12 calls deacons to exhibit sexual purity and 
marital faithfulness.  A divorce may disqualify a deacon from serving.  Other times, 
flirtatious behavior, pornography, and immorality may be the reason one is not fit to 
serve.


16.  Good at Leading His Family (1 Timothy 3:12) 
A man’s ministry starts in his home.  Before leading and serving people in the church 
house, a man should give evidence that he does a good job leading and serving in his 
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own house.  The rationale is that one will probably not lead the church well if he 
doesn’t lead his own family well.


Putting It into Practice 
Once a deacon ministry has clearly articulated its stance on each of the qualifications, 
it must have a way to uphold them.  There should be a standardized process for 
nominating, selecting, and ordaining new deacons.  We will talk about that in a 
subsequent lesson.  For now, know that each candidate should be carefully examined 
in light of the church’s qualifications.  I have seen a formalized process work really well 
with this matter.  It helps for the deacon ministry to have an intentional and 
straightforward way to consider potential candidates.  Such a process could be 
outlined in a policy and procedure manual.  A team of deacons — maybe a deacon 
sub-committee or team — could be tasked with handling the examination process 
each year.  I have seen questionnaires and interviews prove very useful in such a 
process.
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