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In the process of training a new deacon several years ago, I was made aware of a need 
in deacon ministry.  I had been meeting with the man for several weeks when he 
brought up an issue.  He asked, “Can you give me some direct instructions about what 
deacons do?”  He said, “I’m a little confused concerning my exact responsibilities.”  I 
was a bit surprised by his question.  We had been meeting for lunch for several weeks.  
Up to that point, we had gone through several lessons.  We had examined the seminal 
Scripture passages for deacon ministry — Acts 6:1-7; Philippians 1:1; and 1 Timothy 
3:1-7.  What was he missing?

	 It turned out I was was the one overlooking something.  Though I had done a 
good job of explaining the biblical and theological underpinnings of deacon ministry, I 
needed to be more clear.  My deacon apprentice wanted nuts-and-bolts instruction.  
He was eager to fulfill his calling, but he needed to know what he needed to do.  Direct 
instruction about the basic tasks of deacon ministry is what he was looking for.

	 I’ve discovered that many deacons are just like the man I am talking about.  
They want to do what’s right, but they need some practical guidance.  No one has ever 
explicitly told them what deacons are supposed to do.  As a result, they diligently stay 
on the deacon ministry, but being a deacon doesn’t look much different than being an 
average church member.

	 To make matters worse, many deacons in such a position are afraid to say 
anything.  They don’t want to look like they are trying to take control of the church, so 
they stay silent.  Few want to be seen as the overbearing deacon who crosses an 
unseen line and intrudes upon the ministry of pastors; thus, most stay silent.  Some 
wait for years, never receiving the leadership they desire.  

	 Many times, pastors unwittingly contribute to this problem.  Because they don’t 
want to give the appearance of lording over deacons, they never ask for much. They 
know things should be better, but they make little attempt at giving pointed instruction.  
As both parties stay silent, neither the deacon ministry nor the pastoral ministry attain 
the biblical ideal.  Is there any way out of such a quandary?

	 Fortunately, the Bible gives clear parameters on what deacons should do.  
Sadly, however, many pastors and deacons are unaware of such things.  If a pop quiz 
was given in the average deacon ministry, most would struggle to give a good biblical 
snapshot of the requirements associated with their calling.  Such is unfortunate, since 
the first matter of success in any endeavor often involves defining one’s purpose and 
priorities.  

	 Heeding the input of my deacon trainee, I decided to write a special training 
lesson for him.  I scrapped the lesson I had previously planned to share at our next 
meeting.  When we met again, I shared what you will read below.  After going through 
the material, he responded positively, saying, “This is what I’ve been wanting to hear!  I 
just needed to know what is expected.” 

	 Below, I am going to outline five things deacons do.  These serve as an outline 
for how we do deacon ministry in our church.  It is important for both deacons and 



ministers to be aware of these things and to lovingly devise a practical plan of 
implementation.


DO WHAT YOU ARE ALREADY DOING. 
Some aspects of deacon ministry aren’t complicated.  When onboarding, some expect 
an onslaught of lofty expectations.  In reality, there is a sense in which new deacons 
don’t really need to do anything new.  Sure, there are some additional responsibilities 
that come with the office, but there are also a couple of responsibilities that don’t 
require the addition of any new responsibility.

	 How does this work? Let me explain.  When a new deacon starts his ministry, I 
would argue he should first focus on simply doing what he has previously done as a 
church member.  Studying the biblical literature concerning deacon ministry reveals 
that the first deacons were selected on the basis of their reputation in the church.  
When the apostles called for the creation of the office, they said, “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” (Acts 6:3).

	  Notice the word “reputation” in Acts 6:3.  The original language of the text used 
a word that had the basic meaning of “to be a witness.”  It contained the word from 
which we get our word “martyr.”  The term was often translated as “to be well spoken 
of.”  The book of Acts later applied it to Cornelius in Acts 10:22, Timothy in Acts 16:2, 
and Ananias in Acts 22:12.  What does the term have to do with our current 
discussion?  Well, it reveals a part of the selection criteria for deacons in the first-
century church.  The first deacon ministry was made up of men who had a good 
reputation amongst the membership.  They undoubtedly lived exemplary lives and they 
were likely well known for faithful service.  Because of the way they lived and worked 
within the church, they were good picks to serve in the deacon ministry.

	 This brings us to our point.  If you are a deacon, you have likely been selected 
because you have a good reputation amongst the church body.  Others have seen your 
life and labor for the Lord.  You aren’t perfect, but you are known for exhibiting a 
degree of Christian character and conduct.  Most likely, you have served faithfully in 
various ministries within your church for years.  Someone nominated you to be a 
deacon because he or she observed your testimony and diligence.

	 Now that you are a deacon, you may be wondering what additional 
responsibilities will be added upon your life.  There are certainly some new things you 
will need to do, but I would first advise you to keep doing what you are doing.  
Maintaining a godly reputation amongst the body should be your first priority.  Keep 
serving and working as you always have.  Such things are what led to your nomination 
as a deacon and they are needed from your life now more than ever.  The church needs 
godly leaders who serve sacrificially and shine the bright light of Jesus (Matthew 5:16)!


BE AN EXAMPLE. 
I have loved sports from a young age.  Growing up in the era of Magic Johnson and 
Larry Bird, I was a huge NBA fan.  As I dabbled in the game of basketball, my dad 
encouraged me.  He played for years himself, so he was full of good advice.  To this 
day, I still remember one of his pointers.  He told me, “When you are watching a game, 
pick a guy who plays the same position as you.  Examine his every move.  Watch what 



he does and how he responds to pressure.  Remember what you see and mimic him 
when you play.”  My dad understood the power of example.

	 In all domains of life, people need living standards of what is right and wrong.  
Some can never grasp what they should do until they see it embodied in the life of 
another.  Perhaps you know this is true from experiences at home, work, and church.  
Knowing the way things work, the Lord has set spiritual leaders apart as examples for 
the rest of the church body.  

	 We have discussed this to a degree already.  One of the main reasons for the 
qualification lists for deacons and ministers is related to this point.  Passages like Acts 
6:3 and 1 Timothy 3:1-13 are concerned with the need for godly examples in the 
church.  The qualifications for deacons are not a super-holy list of hard-to-attain 
character qualities.  Instead, they are a list of Christian virtues the Lord desires of all 
His children. The reason they are given as requirements for deacon ministry is rather 
simple.  Deacons are to serve as a model of Christian character.  If leaders in the 
church don’t embody Christian virtue, it is unlikely the rest of the body will.  As goes 
the leadership, so goes the church.

	 As you work in the deacon ministry, remember this is one of your core 
responsibilities.  You are called to be an example for the church.  Before you rush into 
service, pay attention to your walk with the Lord.  Know you can’t impart what you 
don’t possess.  Aim to be continually growing in the grace and knowledge of Jesus (2 
Peter 3:18).  When deacons are what God wants them to be, they will be a powerful 
tool for His kingdom. 


HELP WITH COMMUNICATION.  
Acts 6:1 gives an account concerning the very event that instigated the formation of 
the first deacon ministry.  Luke said, “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.”  We have already 
remarked on this passage in our study.  Remember that the deacon ministry was 
established concerning a problem in the church.  Specifically, there was a controversy 
concerning a charity meal for widows in Jerusalem.

	 What does the founding of the deacon ministry tell us about the way deacon 
ministry should operate?  It reveals that deacons are to help with points of contention 
within the church.  At times, there will problems that cause controversies.  A part of a 
deacon’s job is to help alleviate such concerns through healthy and helpful 
communication.


“Pouring Oil on Troubled Waters” 
In one church I pastored, one deacon had a unique way of describing this aspect of the 
ministry.  When he served as the leader of the deacons one year, he frequently said, 
“Guys, remember — it is a part of our job to pour oil on troubled waters.”  The idiom 
was once a rather popular figure of speech.  Oil is known for being smooth.  Troubled 
waters represent conflict.  Thus, the saying depicted the act of smoothing out a 
conflict, of bringing peace between two parties.

	 Applying the term to the work of deacons, my deacon friend meant to highlight a 
key function of deacon work.  Men who serve in the role have a place in helping 



smooth out rough spots in the church.  Conflict is inevitable amongst God’s people.  
Through meeting needs and providing healthy communication, deacons can helped 
prevent and remedy such things.


Common Communication 
When I think of the way in which deacons help with communication and conflict 
resolution, I think of two types of communication.  The first involves what I would call 
“common communication.”  By this, I refer to the way in which deacons can help 
communicate the ongoing vision, strategy, and program of the church to church 
members.  Since they are often on the front lines of ministry, and since many look to 
them for leadership, deacons can be a big help in this regard.  

	 For these reasons, I often like to use a portion of our regular deacon meeting to 
communicate what’s going on in our church.  Our deacon ministry doesn’t function as 
a personnel committee, finance committee, or long-range planning committee.  
However, the events of Acts 6 does reveal that they have a responsibility to help keep 
unity within our church.  Therefore, I want our deacons to hear from me concerning 
church events, church changes, and church initiatives.  They need to know what we 
are doing, how we are doing it, and why we’re doing it.  When they are in the know, 
they have the ability to faithfully represent the mission and ministries of our church to 
other church members.


Crisis Communication 

Communication needs sometimes go beyond the common sort.  At times, there is a 
need for what I call “crisis communication.”  Most every church will experience 
problems from time to time.  It seems matters related to division, conflict, trouble 
makers, legal issues, and the like pop up from time to time.  The precedent for deacon 
ministry in Acts 6:1 seems to indicate deacons can be a help in such times.  They can 
be a sounding board for advice, a team of advocates to promote reconciliation, or a 
group of counsellors for troubled church members.

	 It seems like I have to make an important phone call regarding crisis 
communication at least once or twice a year.  When such issues arise, I normally call 
our deacon leader and say something like, “I am calling you because you are the leader 
of our deacon ministry this year.”  I then provide details concerning the challenge or 
problem that provoked the phone call.  Together, we normally pray and make plans to 
resolve the issue, whatever it may be.

	 This component of deacon ministry is of utmost importance.  If deacons don’t 
embrace their role concerning these matters, ministers are often left on a proverbial 
island.  Without advocates for the ministry, the ministers are deprived of support they 
need.  At the same time, the overall body suffers.  When ordinary church members are 
unaware of the realities and rationale associated with the church’s ministries, they 
aren’t compelled to play their part.


HELP ADMINISTER THE ORDINANCES. 
A third function of deacons is related to the ordinances of the church.  An examination 
of Scripture reveals there are two ordinances for God’s people.  The first is baptism.  
Jesus made mention of it in the Great Commission when He said, “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” (Matthew 28:19).  The second ordinance is the Lord’s Supper.  
Jesus established the ordinance shortly before His death.  He used the customary 
Passover to create a new memorial meal for the church (Matthew 26:26-30).  Paul’s 
writings indicated that the Lord’s Supper was to be an ongoing practice in the church 
(1 Corinthians 11:17-32).

	 It is important for modern believers to be aware of the purpose of the two 
ordinances.  Neither do anything to provide salvation.  Instead, both are simply 
symbols designed to communicate salvational truth.  In taking the Lord’s Supper, 
believers have an opportunity to remember (1 Corinthians 11:24-25) and proclaim (1 
Corinthians 11:26) what the body and blood of Christ did for them (1 Corinthians 
11:27).  They also have an opportunity to spiritually examine their walk with the Lord (1 
Corinthians 11:27-28).  Baptism, on the other hand, provides a different symbol.  It 
depicts the way in which the power of sin is put to death at salvation, and it provides a 
picture of the new life one has in Christ (Romans 6:4).  Those who are baptized profess 
their experience of such things by being publicly immersed in water.

	 Our next lesson will focus on the ordinances in more detail.  For now, know two 
things.  First, the ordinances are worship observances given by the Lord for the 
purpose of helping God’s people remember and proclaim gospel truth.  Second, 
deacons have a special place in the performance of the ordinances.  On this second 
point, there is some disagreement in churches.  However, in our church, we have the 
conviction that ordained men should help facilitate the observances of baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper.  Not just anyone can baptize, and not just anyone can serve the 
elements.

	 Some may object to such an approach.  It may seem exclusive to restrict who 
can oversee the ordinances.  The reason for only allowing ordained men is rather 
simple.  There must be some sort of standard regarding who can serve.  If anyone is 
allowed to serve in such capacities, it is more difficult to provide accountability and 
guidelines for the ordinances.  Keeping in step with the church’s stated beliefs and 
biblical doctrine is imperative.  By entrusting ordained pastors and deacons with the 
management of the ordinances, the church has a way of ensuring that baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper are conducted in a way that honors Christ and His Word.


HELP WITH PRACTICAL NEEDS. 
In Acts 6:3, the apostles called for the formation of the first deacon ministry by asking 
for help with a practical need in the church.  The Bible uses the word “duty” to speak 
of the need.  From reading Acts 6:1, and from what we have covered up to this point in 
our study, we know what the practical need was in first-century Jerusalem.  A certain 
group of widows were being overlooked in a charity meal hosted by the church.	 

	 We have discussed the way in which the word “duty” referred to a need or 
necessity.  The King James Version translated the word as “business.”  That 
seventeenth-century rendering has caused harm by the way it has prompted many to 
view the deacon ministry as a board of overseers, similar to a board that may run a 
business.  It is critical that we regard the term according to its original meaning.  The 
Greek of the New Testament referred to a practical task that needed to be done in the 
church.  




	 At the same time, it is helpful to consider what the translators of the King James 
Version meant by the word “business.”  In 1611, that term referred to minutia that 
made an individual or group busy.  A better rendering of the word for our modern 
minds might be the word “busyness.”  The point of Scripture is that the deacon 
ministry was established to take care of a practical need that had the potential of 
overwhelming the apostles’ responsibility to minister the Word.  If the Twelve would 
have busied themselves with waiting on tables, the gospel would have likely not spread 
in the way it did throughout the book of Acts.  It is for this reason that the apostles 
called for the creation of the deacon ministry by saying, “… we will devote ourselves to 
prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4).

	 All of this brings us to a simple application for contemporary deacon ministries.  
The office of deacon has been created to meet practical needs within the church.  
From generation to generation, needs may change, but the need to meet needs 
remains the same.  The reason for such a focus is clear in Scripture — those who 
minister God’s Word need to be free to focus solely on that task.


Not Just Widows 
All of this raises an important question — how exactly can modern deacon ministries 
go about meeting needs within the church?  Different congregations have created 
different solutions.  I have seen some follow the precedent in Acts 6 in a rather strict 
fashion.  Since the first deacon ministry served widows, they assume they should do 
likewise.  As a result, the work of deacons is reduced to little more than charity work for 
husbandless women.  Such an approach, in my opinion, is misguided.  There are a 
couple of reasons I believe this is true.  

	 First, modern widows are a lot different than ancient widows.  In the first-century 
world, a woman had no recourse when her husband passed, no way to make a living, 
and no form of government assistance.  There were no social security plans, pensions, 
or retirement funds.  If a woman didn’t have a husband, she was left alone with no 
source of income or provision.  To be a widow was the worst lot of all.  It is for this 
reason that the New Testament gave such clear guidelines for caring for such 
individuals within the context of the local church (1 Timothy 5:3-16; James 1:27).

	 There are indeed widows nowadays who genuinely need assistance from their 
church family.  The Bible refers to such individuals as “the widow who is truly in need 
and left all alone” (1 Timothy 5:5).  However, many modern widows have access to 
money and food via Social Security checks, retirement pensions, or children who are 
still living.  Many widows can even still work!  In such instances, it seems inappropriate 
for one to expect the church to cater to life necessities.  If one has the means of 
providing for him or herself, one should do so (2 Thessalonians 3:10).  This is one 
reason I believe widows shouldn’t be the lone focus of deacon ministry.

	 A second reason we shouldn’t limit deacon ministry to widows is found in the 
word “duty” in Acts 6:3.  Again, the word spoke of a practical need.  Hungry widows 
happened to be a need in the first-century church, but there will inevitably be an 
assortment of other various needs in the church.  Caring for widows may be necessary 
in a congregation, but what about practical needs related to things like church 
buildings, benevolence toward other needy individuals, and more?




A Process Approach 
In my years of working with deacon ministries, my deacons and I have devised an 
approach for meeting the practical needs of the church.  By identifying church 
“processes” that represent needs at every level of ministry, we have created a way for 
mobilizing deacons to meet needs.  Every church is different, so every church will 
operate differently.  However, my current deacon ministry has identified ten areas in 
which they can provide practical assistance.  Below, I provide a definition of each 
process in order to provide you with an example:


• Buildings & Properties – To provide up to date, functional buildings, facilities, 
equipment, and grounds.


• Stewardship -- To promote tithing and giving amongst the membership of the 
church.


• Policies & Procedures – To provide guidance and appropriate limits to activities of 
the church through specific responsibilities, plans, goals, and accountabilities for 
each group including staff, deacons, process owners, ministry teams, committees, 
etc…  


• Safety – To manage plans for protection and safety for each group entering the 
campus at the church.


• Promotion – To inform, connect and engage all stakeholders in support of the 
ministry objectives of the church.  Utilizing digital and print materials to reach 
people with the gospel and to promote the church and church events.


• Assimilation — To help people become fully engaged in the process of their faith 
development, leadership, and service at the church.


• Prayer — To encourage the worship of Jesus Christ through the practice and power 
of prayer.


• Care – To express Christ’s love by showing faith, hope, and comfort to others in 
life’s circumstances.


• Missions – To encourage the church to commit to the Great Commission (Matthew 
28:18-20) and follow the Acts 1:8 strategy.


• Evangelism – To encourage the people of the church to develop a culture of 
evangelism as a lifestyle. 


It is important to note that a number of the above processes are specifically led by the 
ministers in our church.  According to the Bible, ministers are to take the responsibility 
for leading in areas like missions and evangelism (Ephesians 4:11-12).  It is not the job 
of deacons to provide oversight in such areas.  Deacons serve to provide practical 
assistance where it is needed.

	 It is also important to note that there are committees for a number of the 
aforementioned processes.  For example, there is a finance committee for finances and 
a bylaws committee that gives oversight to policies and procedures.  Deacons who 
serve in these areas are simply available to provide practical help when it is needed.

	 Identifying church needs is only half the battle.  Afterwards, it is necessary to 
organize deacons to meet those needs.  At our church, we do this in a few ways.


Assign Roles 



In our church, each deacon is assigned to a process during his term as a deacon.  A 
minister is assigned to each process as well.  Throughout the year, ministers 
communicate needs and deacons assist in meeting needs.


Set Goals 
At a yearly deacon retreat, there is a breakout session in which deacons and respective 
ministers talk about process needs.  Plans are made to meet needs throughout the 
upcoming year.  This is done by identifying the purpose, priorities, and yearly goals for 
each process.  Deacons have a time of discussion amongst their process group, 
asking questions like the following: 1) Are these the right goals?; 2) What actions 
should we be implementing this year to achieve our stated goals?; 3) Is there support 
training needed in order to help us better achieve our stated goals?


Stay on Top of It 
Once deacons are assigned to processes, and once they have worked with ministers 
to establish yearly goals, it is important to track progress.  What gets tracked gets 
done.  Deacon ministries should regularly talk about what’s going on in regard to the 
different needs of the church.  Doing so will provide an aura of accountability and 
encouragement.  In our church, we have a large portion of our monthly deacon meeting 
reserved for reports on the work going on in various church processes.



