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Lesson 5 - Deacons: How has God organized His Church to guide and care for us? 

Intro  

- We discussed last week the responsibilities of the elders in caring for God sheep 

spiritually.  

- Often it is overlooked that God also cares a great deal about the physical needs of His 

people and has established the office of Deacon to ensure that this care happens.  

- This is so because in the midst of physical crises, the souls as well as the physical needs 

of members of the Church can receive the care that they need.  

The Reason for the office of Deacon 

- Very early in the life of the church it became evident that having only one office to meet 

both the physical and spiritual needs of God’s children was not sufficient to the task.  

- Thus, the office of deacon was born: 

Acts 6:1-6  
In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among 
them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being 
overlooked in the daily distribution of food.  2 So the Twelve gathered all the 
disciples together and said, "It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of 
the word of God in order to wait on tables. 3 Brothers, choose seven men from 
among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this 
responsibility over to them  4 and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry 
of the word." 5 This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man 
full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, 
and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism.  6 They presented these men to the 
apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them. 
 

- One very important aspect of this passage that could be lost is the language in v.2 

describing what is “right” for the apostles to be doing.   

- The Greek here indicates that it is not simply unwise for the apostles to be doing these 

things, but that to neglect the preaching of the Word for serving tables would be 

disobeying the calling God had placed on them:   

The word for “appropriate” is often translated “right”, with the idea that it is not 
correct for the Twelve to serve tables rather than preach.  The nuance of the term, 
however, is that it is not pleasing to God for them to serve tables…. They should do 
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what God has called them to do, namely teach and witness.  They cannot and 
should not do everything in the church, but they should not neglect preaching. 1  

- So what we see here is that two things were very important to God: (1) that His sheep 

be fed spiritually, and (2) that they would be cared for physically.   

- The Apostles realized that the church could not do without the preaching of the Word 

nor could the church afford to stop caring for their needy.   

- They did NOT, as is common today, decide to equate caring for the needy with 

preaching the Gospel.  Instead, they realized that the two were distinct yet, both were 

demanded by God.  

- And since this kind of care was such an important priority for the church, they ordained 

men to this task (proven by the laying on of hands).  

- So basic was this to the importance of the church that by the time Paul writes 1 

Timothy, he doesn’t even defend the need for the office of deacon: it’s just a given.  

The Qualifications of Deacons 

1Tim 3:8-13  
8 Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much 
wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain.  9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of 
the faith with a clear conscience.  10 They must first be tested; and then if there is 
nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. 11 In the same way, their wives are 
to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and 
trustworthy in everything.  12 A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and 
must manage his children and his household well.  13 Those who have served well 
gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus. 
 

- Because this office is of such importance in the life of the Church, only those properly 

called and gifted are permitted to serve in this manner. 

- Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635 –1711) helpfully explained the qualifications of a deacon: 

1. They must manifest compassion: “Having compassion” (1 Pet 3:8). The burden 
of the poor must so weigh upon them, as if they themselves were afflicted with 
it. They may neither be rude nor proud, nor may they snarl at them as if they 
had dogs or enemies before them.  
 

2. They must be merciful, which is a kindness causing one to be inclined to help 
another. “Blessed are the merciful” (Matt 5:7); “Be ye therefore merciful” (Luke 
6:36); “Be pitiful” (1 Pet 3:8). The opposite behavior would be to shut one‟s 
heart, to harden oneself toward the poor, not giving them anything, or if, out of 
a sense of shame or for any other reason one must give, he then gives it in such 
a manner as if he were casting a piece of bread to a dog.  

                                                 
1 Darrell L. Bock, Acts: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 259.   
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3. As a father cares for his children, they must be careful and concerned as to how 

the poor can manage their affairs, have enough to live, and thus be able to 
thank the Lord. “I was eyes to the blind, and feet was I to the lame. I was a 
father to the poor” (Job 29:15-16).  
 

4. They must be cheerful and friendly. “... he that showeth mercy, with 
cheerfulness” (Rom 12:8); “Be pitiful, be courteous” (1 Pet 3:8). They must be of 
a friendly disposition. A kind word and a friendly countenance are most 
refreshing for the poor, who due to  their poverty are dejected. A grim 
countenance and a harsh word, however, cut through their soul. he work of 
deacons pertains to the collection and distribution of monies, as well as to 
caring for the souls of the poor.2 

 
- It is important to see that while deacons do spend the bulk of their time ministering to 

the physical needs of the church, God has designed that this work of theirs be 

something that also ministers to our souls and conforms us to His image. 

- Such work often occurs most powerfully during our greatest times of need: 

Calvin 
Thus he wishes that deacons should be well instructed in “the mystery of faith;” 
because, although they do not hold the office of teaching, yet it would be 
exceedingly absurd to hold a public office in the Church, while they were ill 
informed in the Christian faith, more especially since they must frequently be laid 
under the necessity of administering advice and consolation, if they do not choose 
to neglect their duties. It is added, in a pure conscience, which extends to the whole 
life, but chiefly that they may know how to obey God.3 
 

- What then does God call deacons to do? 

The Responsibilities of a Deacon 

- Similar to the office of Elder, the Bible spends more time talking about the qualifications 

for deacons than it does describing their responsibilities.  However, we can infer some 

of their duties by the things that God requires of those who would serve in such a way. 

- Once again Wilhelmus à Brakel explained the Scriptures very helpfully on this topic: 

[T]he deacons must also care for the souls of their poor, for they are as fathers to 
them; and whatever one member is obligated to do to another, they must excel in 
doing to those over whom the Lord has placed them.  
 

                                                 
2 Wilhelmus à Brakel, The Christian's Reasonable Service, 4 vols., trans. Bartel Elshout, (Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo 

Gloria Publications, 1992-1995), vol.2, 150-151. 

 
3 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to Timothy, Titus and Philemon,  trans. William Pringle (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 1996),  1 Tim. 3:8-9. 
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(1) They must instruct the ignorant, and bring them to the church services and 
to catechism instruction.  
 
(2) They must exhort, rebuke, and comfort according to individual 
circumstances.  
 
(3) They must visit the sick, either preparing their souls for the hour of death, or 
exhorting them to increase in godliness if they may again become healthy.  

In doing so they will “purchase to themselves a good degree, and great boldness in 
the faith which is in Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 3:13). They will be an ornament to the 
church, being enabled to be of more benefit to the church than before. Their gifts 
and graces will be increased as well.  Among all the offices there is not one office 
which is more burdensome and detrimental to the body than the deaconship.  It 
therefore frequently amazes me and gives me cause for rejoicing that the Lord gives 
the deacons such willingness and zeal, a fact which is generally true in the 
Netherlands. Upon receiving rich gifts they are as happy as if they had received 
them themselves.4 
 

- One important qualifier to mention here is that deacons are responsible for the poor 

and needy in the church. 

- This is not because the poor outside the church don’t matter!  It’s just a question of 

jurisdiction.  Those outside the church are our individual responsibility as God calls 

everyone to love their neighbors (i.e. the Good Samaritan).   

- This is in keeping with the rest of Scripture that places a priority on the church caring for 

those within the church. 

o This is the kind of care commanded of the church corporate as seen in Paul’s 

obsession for taking up a collection for the saints in Jerusalem who were 

suffering (Rom 15:25-29; 1 Cor 16:1-4; 2 Cor 8:1-9:15). 

o This is also the kind of exhortation that he gives in Gal 6:10 “Therefore, as we 

have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to 

the family of believers.” 

o This is also how we should understand what Christ meant when he said that 

when we serve his “brothers” we are actually serving Him. This term “brothers” 

always refers to believers:5 

                                                 
4 à Brakel, 151-152. (emphasis added) 

 
5 See, John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2005), 1031-1033; D. A. Carson, Matthew: Expositor’s Bible Commentary,  vol. 9 revised ed. (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 667-669; David L. Turner, Matthew: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 610-611; Craig S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: 
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Matt 25:37-40 
37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry 
and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?  38 When did we 
see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you?  39 
When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?'  40 "The King will 
reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these 
brothers of mine, you did for me.'  
 

- Additionally, we also see that  in helping those within the church, deacons are supposed 

to be discriminate and wise in how they offers such assistance:: 

1Tim 5:9-10, 16  
9 No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is over sixty, has been 
faithful to her husband,  10 and is well known for her good deeds, such as bringing 
up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the saints, helping those in 
trouble and devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds… 16 If any woman who is a 
believer has widows in her family, she should help them and not let the church be 
burdened with them, so that the church can help those widows who are really in 
need.  
 

- Thus we see that the deacons are not called upon to perpetuate or enable the wasting 

of money or resources, but are called upon also to encourage the rest of the body to see 

how they can help meeting needs in the church.  

- And this is because perpetuating or enabling poor stewardship does not meet the calling 

placed upon the deacons to also care for the souls of those who are in need.  

Conclusion 

- Thus we need to own up to our own needs and be grateful for the fact that God loves us 

enough to establish perpetual offices in the life of the church to meet this needs.  

- We need to see that it is ideal to have multiple people functioning in these rolls and not 

simply assume that it is the job of those the church has on it payroll. 

- The needs of God’s people are simply too great to entrust the spiritual and physical care 

of all the sheep to one or even a handful of people.  

- So we should embrace God’s beautiful design for His Church and seek to encourage 

those who are called to these offices as well as seek to grow and mature from their 

service to us.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Eerdmans, 1999), 604-606; R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew: New International Commentary on the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 964-965; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14-28: Word Biblical Commentary, 
vol. 33 b (Dallas, TX: Word, 1995), 744-745. 
 


