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CHAPTER XVII  
DEACONS—DOES IT REALLY MATTER? 

I refer the reader to the excellent book Deacons: Male and Female? by J. Stephen 

Sandifer. Sandifer explains in great detail the history of deacons in the synagogues, the 

early church, and throughout history. The research on which this section is based (but not 

the arguments made) is a very brief condensation of his work. 

What does a deacon do? There are only two sources of information: the word for 

deacon and Acts 6. “Deacon” or diakonos is an untranslated word when used as a church 

official. It actually means “servant” or “minister.” It does not mean minister in the sense 

of “preacher.” The same word was used by the ancients to refer to any servant, such as a 

waiter or busboy.  

In Gentile religions, deacons were frequently appointed, and the term normally 

referred to the persons handling the organization’s funds or the persons responsible for 

distributions of food to the needy. The Gentile deacons were not rulers, but simply trusted 

men or women who conducted a congregation’s benevolent program.  

The citizens of the first century composed a broad 
economic spectrum, making philanthropy very significant. Finance 
became a central focus of many [pagan] associations. The funds 

were brought to one man, the episkopos,
159

 and he then gave 
them to servants known as oikonomoi (managers, stewards) or 
diakonoi (servants, deacons) to distribute. The benevolent need 
was even greater in Christianity because perpetual virginity and 
perpetual widowhood were encouraged, thus increasing the 
proportion of single women requiring financial assistance. 

The diakonoi were those who commonly served tables, 
especially in distributing the meat of sacrifice among the festival 
company in pagan religious associations. 

The same word refers to either a male or female deacon. The Jewish synagogues 

had many officials, including elders, but only rarely was a Jewish official referred to as a 

deacon.
160

 

Commentators are split as to whether the seven men appointed in Acts 6 were 

deacons, elders, or just men appointed to a task. Certainly, it would seem that Acts was 

written late enough that Luke would have called them the first deacons if they were. On 

the other hand, their duties closely correspond to the pagan religious use of the word. 
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(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. 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. 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 and will give our attention to prayer and 
the ministry of the word.”  

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. They presented these men to the apostles, 
who prayed and laid their hands on them. 

These men were appointed to handle the feeding of certain widows. Their duties 

are contrasted to the apostles’ prayer and ministry of the word. This service is so close to 

the meaning of diakonos in the pagan congregations that preceded Christianity that this 

passage surely describes the role of deacons. If it does not, then nothing in the Bible tells 

us what deacons are to do! 

This conclusion is reinforced by the writings of uninspired Christians from the 

early years of the church. It is evident from scripture and early church history that many 

congregations served the Lord’s Supper at a common meal, known as the love feast, or 

simply the agape.
161

 These common meals also served as a means of dispensing food to 

the poor. Thus, the deacons who were charged with the distribution of food soon were 

also charged with handling the elements of the Lord’s Supper. 

In Trallians 2, Ignatius (c.
162

 AD 107), the bishop of Antioch, states, 

[D]eacons, who are ministers of the mysteries of Christ 
Jesus; for they are not [just] ministers of meat and drink, but 

servants of the Church of God.
163

  

The reference to “mysteries” is probably to the Lord’s Supper. “Meat and drink” 

would be a reference to the love feast. 

                                                 

161
  See, for example, Jude 12. 

162
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According to the Shepherd of Hermas 3:9:26 (c. AD 120), the job of a deacon 

included care for widows and orphans, and bad deacons are those guilty of 

misappropriating benevolent funds.
164

 

Justin Martyr (c. AD 155) states that deacons took the Lord’s Supper to the sick 

who could not attend the assembly (First Apology 67; Symonds 410). Deacons were also 

charged with handling the elements of the Lord’s Supper (First Apology 67).
165

 

Interestingly, the only other role found for deacons in the Second Century is as 

teachers. This association goes back to the Syrian Didache 15 (c. AD 100), where elders 

and deacons are identified with the prophets and teachers in Antioch, evidently in an 

effort to conform Antioch’s historical practices (Acts 13:1-3) with the increasingly 

standard pattern of elders and deacons.
166

 However, the Shepherd (3:9:26) lists deacons 

as church officers of lower rank than the office of teacher. And yet the same book 

associates deacons with the instruction of converts. 

We must be careful not to place too much emphasis on these uninspired writings. 

After all, it was during this same period that the notion of a single bishop above the 

elders, among many other heresies, evolved. And yet we clearly see that the deacons 

began with a charge to handle the distribution of food for the care of a church’s widows. 

This role expanded to include the congregation’s love feast (where such distributions 

often occurred), and then expanded again to include the Lord’s Supper (which was often 

combined with the love feast). In the Third Century, the role of deacons expanded further 

into a formal clergy. 

This bit of history is entirely inconsistent with the notion that deacons are to each 

head a different church ministry or program. Indeed, all deacons were charged with the 

same ministry in the New Testament and the Second Century. It is certainly inconsistent 

with the notion that the deacons meet as a body to make financial or “non-spiritual” 

decisions. 

Deacons are charged with benevolent functions for the benefit of the poor of the 

congregation. The only example of the role of deacons is the distribution of food to 

widows, and this is exactly the use of the word we find in pre-New Testament times and 

post-New Testament times. In fact, the apostles ironically refer to their job as “waiting on 

tables.” This hardly indicates a position of great authority, but perhaps one involving 

responsibility for a great deal of money. There is no support in the Bible, pre-New 

Testament history, or post-New Testament history for giving deacons any greater or 

broader role. In Acts 6, we see that a committee of seven men headed the food 
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distribution program. They didn’t head seven programs. They were charged with a 

common task as a group. 

If this is the pattern for deacons, we also have their qualifications—“full of the 

Spirit and wisdom.” Moreover, we have their selection process—“Brothers, choose seven 

men from among you.” The membership did the selecting.  

Were deacons universal during New Testament times? Deacons do not appear 

to have been universal even in New Testament times. Why did Paul give Timothy 

instructions on the appointment of deacons but not Titus? Paul told Titus whom to ordain 

as elders. Why didn’t Paul tell him about deacons too? Was Titus supposed to ask 

Timothy (who was many days away in Ephesus while Titus was an evangelist to the 

island of Crete)? If Titus had access to the book of 1 Timothy, why tell him whom to pick 

for elders? 

I don’t know the answers, but it may have depended on the sizes or ages of the 

congregations. Ephesus was presumably a fairly large church, being an older congregation 

in a very large city. But this is sheer speculation. Antioch apparently had “prophets and 

teachers” rather than elders and deacons.
167

 Jerusalem had apostles and elders (Acts 

15:4).  

We can only prove that the church at Philippi had deacons (Phil. 1:1) and that 

Timothy was supposed to ordain deacons in Ephesus. We can deduce that Jerusalem may 

have had deacons. If Phoebe was a deacon, then the church at Cenchrea had deacons 

(Rom. 16:1). There is no other mention of the office. 

What can only deacons do? If we were to conclude that women cannot be 

deacons—other than wear the title—what is it that women could not do? In a 

congregation with no deacons, what is it that the men cannot do because they are 

unqualified to be deacons? In a congregation with no men qualified to be deacons, can 

any man handle the treasury and the giving of alms to the poor? It hardly makes sense to 

argue that only certain Christians can be deacons but to then allow anyone to do what 

deacons do. Or could it be that those who have the gifts to do these things should do 

them? 
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 Prophets and teachers evidently led the church at Antioch. Acts 13:1-3. Some within the Churches 

of Christ have argued that prophets = elders and teachers = deacons, seeking to demonstrate that elders and 
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We conclude that the notion that deacons are men who head church programs is a 

late 20th Century addition to the Bible. Quite frankly, since we felt compelled to have 

deacons because some of the First Century churches had deacons, we had to come up 

with a job description for qualified men. It was not practical to require that all church 

work be done by a deacon, and so the notion developed that deacons are to be program 

heads.  

And yet we’ve never really insisted that deacons head all programs. After all, the 

youth minister, who often isn’t considered qualified due to being unmarried or childless, 

runs most youth programs. Campus ministers, who are often unmarried or childless, run 

campus works. The Ladies Bible Class, or the elders’ wives, or another group of women 

sometimes handle the distribution of meals to the bereaved. The older women in the 

church handle the giving of showers for the engaged and expecting. Sometimes we 

become concerned when we have a program not headed by a deacon, and so we put a 

deacon “in charge” of a program that runs quite well without him. 

When we debate whether women can be deacons, we are really only debating 

whether a woman can be responsible for the distribution of food to widows, an area that 

our women members have been handling quite well for many years and with no titles. 

The real issue that troubles us is whether a woman can have authority in a church, and 

certainly she can. The only scriptural question is whether a woman can have authority 

over a man, and the only passage dealing with this is 1 Timothy 2:11-15, discussed 

previously. 

Can a woman satisfy the qualifications to be a deacon? It is something of an 

academic exercise to consider the arguments suggesting that women may be deacons, 

since there is no church function that can only be performed by a deacon. After all, we’ve 

never denied our women members the right to wait on tables, to organize meals for our 

members, or to distribute food to the needy. Nonetheless, it appears highly probable that 

there were women deacons in the First Century and we find no prohibition of their 

appointment as deacons in this century. 

1 Timothy 3:8-15 provides the qualifications of a deacon: 

Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, 
sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest 
gain. They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a 
clear conscience. They must first be tested; and then if there is 
nothing against them, let them serve as deacons.  

In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of 
respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in 
everything.  

A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must 
manage his children and his household well. Those who have 
served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in 
their faith in Christ Jesus. Although I hope to come to you soon, I 
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am writing you these instructions so that, if I am delayed, you will 
know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s 
household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and 
foundation of the truth. 

It is, of course, hard to imagine a woman being the husband of one wife, and yet 

many leaders within the Restoration Movement and the Churches of Christ have taught 

that women may be deacons.
168

 Sandifer quotes Alexander Campbell, Walter Scott, 

Robert Richardson, W. K. Pendleton, Robert Milligan, Tolbert Fanning, Isaac Errett, 

Moses Lard, J. M. Barnes, Philip Y. Pendleton, J. C. McQuiddy, C. R. Nichol, G. C. 

Brewer, J. Ridley Stroop, J. D. Thomas, and James Bales (among many others) all in 

support of women deacons. The effort to prevent women deacons did not begin until 

about the same time the Churches of Christ split from the rest of the Restoration 

Movement, that is, the turn of the century. Accordingly, if we are to “return to the Old 

Paths,” we should appoint women deacons. No one could put together a list of men more 

representative of the “mainline” Churches of Christ. 

The scriptural argument normally centers on 1 Timothy 3:11.  

11 In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of 
respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in 
everything.  

As indicated by italics in the KJV, “their” is not found in the Greek. Moreover, 

“women,” as translated in the NIV, is not in the Greek. Thus, a more literal translation 

would be— 

11 In the same way, wives are to be worthy of respect, not 
malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.  

The word translated “wives” in the NIV is gune. It can mean “women” or “wives” 

depending on the context, and it is perfectly ambiguous.
169

 The same word is translated 

“wife” in verse 12, but could be translated “woman” just as well (“husband of one wife” 

is better translated “one-woman man”). Thus, our translation becomes— 

11 In the same way, the women are to be worthy of 
respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in 
everything.  
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 Summarized by Sandifer at pages 146 - 180. 
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that it be translated “women” in this context may appear inconsistent. It is not. I uniformly urge the 
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rest of the Bible. Here, the question is not submission and other contextual factors, discussed later, argue for 

“women.” 
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The arguments in favor of verse 11 referring to female deacons are as follows: 

First, notice these parallels: 

men—verse 8 gune—verse 11 

worthy of respect worthy of respect 

sincere not malicious talkers 

not indulging in much wine temperate 

not pursuing dishonest gain trustworthy in everything 

These striking parallels between verses 8 and 11 demonstrate that the verses are 

both talking about deacons, first the men and then the women. The requirements are 

virtually identical. 

Second, if verse 11 refers to wives, you have the peculiar requirement that Paul 

imposes a standard for deacons’ wives and none for elders’ wives. Anyone who has spent 

much time in church knows how much more important the wives of elders are, due to the 

far greater responsibilities the elders have. 

Third, Phoebe was a deacon (not “deaconess”). Romans 16:1 refers to her using 

the same masculine Greek word that is found in 1 Timothy 3.
170

 More precisely, she is 

referred to as a “deacon of the church in Cenchrea.” It is not natural to translate the phrase 

as “servant of the church in Cenchrea.” “Of the church in Cenchrea” certainly seems to 

belong with a title.  

She is also called a prostatis, which means patron or protector. It is a title given to 

men and to women and reflects great honor. Cities built monuments to celebrate both 

men and women who were a prostatis to the city. To translate “great help” as in the NIV 

is unjustified. To take the traditionalist view, she would be called a servant and a helper, 

which would be redundant.  

Fourth, early church history makes clear that deaconesses were common.
171

 The 

earliest reference to female deacons comes from a report, written in Latin, from Pliny, 

Roman governor of Bithynia, to the Emperor Trajan, in AD 112. Pliny describes having 

tortured two female ministrae to learn about the Christian religion. Ministrae is the Latin 
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word that translates “deacon” in Romans 16:1 with respect to Phoebe in Latin translations 

of the Bible.
172

  

The Shepherd of Hermas 1:2:4 (c. AD 120) refers to a female “deacon” named 

Grapte, whose work was to admonish widows and orphans.
173

 

Clement of Alexandria (AD 180-220) states that “we know what the honorable 

Paul in one of his letters to Timothy prescribed regarding female deacons.” Stromata 

3:6:53. 

Didascalia Apostolorum (AD 220-240) refers to women deacons who assisted in 

the baptism of women, ministered to those in need, visited the sick, and distributed 

communion to women and children.
174

 No First or Second Century Christian source 

refers to “deaconesses,” but many refer to deacons who are female. “Deaconess” was not 

coined as a word until the Third Century. 

During the same period of history there were also a number of references to a 

church office for enrolled widows, evidently following the command of 1 Timothy 5:9-

10. 

Clement of Alexandria refers to a list of “chosen persons,” being presbyters, 

bishops, deacons, and widows. Instructor 3:12:97. Tertullian (AD 208-217) criticizes a 

church for appointing a 20-year old virgin to the “order of widows.” On the Veiling of 

Virgins 9:2-3.
175

 The Didascalia Apostolorum clearly states that the order of widows and 

female deacons are two different offices.
176

 

Fifth, there is no good reason that women could not be deacons. Even if women 

cannot have authority over men, they can perform many of the duties we normally charge 

deacons with: handling the money, dispensing it to the poor, maintaining the building, 

etc. In the modern interpretation, they can head programs (which primary department is 

not headed by a woman?), lock the doors, be responsible for the building and grounds, 

make bank deposits, count the money, etc. If we deny women the role of deacon, what 

responsibilities are we making exclusively male, other than ruling over others? 

Sixth, even if verse 11 deals with the wives of deacons, in the same book where 

Paul said that women cannot teach or usurp authority, we would not expect that women 
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would be allowed to be elders or deacons—not necessarily for any eternal reason, but due 

to the same temporary cultural limitations that kept women from becoming teachers. 

Therefore, while at best 1 Timothy 3’s listing of deacon qualifications may specifically 

approve women deacons, at worst the list merely indicates that women could not be 

deacons at that time and place. 

But there are arguments against this interpretation [followed by rebuttal in 

brackets]. 

First, there are further qualifications for deacons that are not in parallel. [But 

notice that the deacon list in 1 Timothy begins with two parallel lists, one for male 

deacons, the other for female deacons. After the two parallel lists, Paul adds additional 

requirements, including that the deacon be the husband of one wife.
177

 However, we 

understand that Paul often speaks of men, husbands, sons, or brothers when he means 

men or women, husbands or wives, sons or daughters, or brothers or sisters. He often uses 

male references while meaning an indefinite gender. For example, in 1 Corinthians 7:1, 

Paul says that it is good for a “man not to touch a woman.” Certainly, he also meant for 

us to understand that it is good for a woman not to touch a man. It would make good 

sense to interpret Paul’s reference to deacons’ wives accordingly, and impose the same 

guidelines as to male deacons as female. It would be very inelegant to expect Paul to say 

“the spouse of one spouse.” And we shouldn’t expect him to say everything twice, once 

for men and once for women, in an informal letter to a fellow missionary. Moreover, 

there is no requirement that the qualifications be absolutely parallel. After all the 

requirements for elders in Titus 2 are not exactly parallel with the requirements for elders 

in 1 Timothy 2.] 

Second, if verse 11 does not refer to wives, then there is no requirement for wives 

to meet as to elders or deacons. We all know how important the wives are. [But isn’t it 

really odd to imagine Paul imposing requirements on wives of deacons and not elders?] 

Third, it is argued that Phoebe is not a deacon but a servant. Prostatis should be 

translated as “helper.” [This is, of course, circular reasoning. Whether diakonos is used as 

“servant” or as “deacon” must be gleaned from the context. It is not enough just to say 

that Phoebe was not a deacon because women can’t be deacons.] 

Fourth, the early church missed the boat. At the time deaconesses were being 

appointed, single bishops were beginning to rule the elderships. [It is true that we cannot 

rely on post-biblical sources to clinch this or any other argument. However, we can test an 

interpretation of the scriptures against early church practices. Early church practices often 

vary from the biblical pattern, as the church became increasingly corrupted. Nonetheless, 

it is hard to defend a supposed New Testament practice that has nothing in common with 

Second Century practice. Thus, we clearly see that deacons as program heads or as a 

legislative board was never the early church’s practice. We further find that early deacons 
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did much the same thing as the seven men appointed in Acts 6, with their role expanding 

over time to include the Lord’s Supper and the love feast, and in some areas, teaching. 

We also clearly see that women deacons were an ancient practice—remarkably so given 

the extreme prejudice against women that was common in First and Second Century 

society. There is no rational explanation of the Second Century church’s appointment of 

women as deacons other than as a continuation of First Century practice.] 

Fifth, women shouldn’t be greedy for a title. The fact that they want the title of 

deacon proves their lack of merit. [Yes, the argument really is made.] 

Sixth, God’s listing of qualifications is eternal. It just looks and feels like an 

eternal law. [But doesn’t 1 Timothy 5:9-10 have the same look and feel? 

No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is 
over sixty, has been faithful to her husband [literally, a one-man 
woman], 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. 

[Here we have a “list” of widows who only qualify for the list if they were the 

wife of one husband, along with many other requirements remarkably similar to the 

qualifications for elders or deacons. And we rarely study this in church and we make no 

effort to apply its teachings. I doubt that one out of 20 church members is even aware of 

the requirement for a list of widows over age 60. 

 [Here we have an easily understood list of qualifications for a list of widows, and 

we do not maintain such lists and, to my knowledge, never have in the history of the 

Restoration Movement. Why is it that we’ve never put this list of qualifications for 

women into place? Doesn’t this passage have the same look and feel of the elder and 

deacon passages? Why do we feel comfortable ignoring this inspired list of qualifications 

and feel uncomfortable at the thought of a woman being called a deacon?] 

In conclusion: 

1. In the only possible scriptural description of the role of a deacon, Acts 6:1-

6, the apostles themselves described the deacons’ jobs, perhaps ironically, as waiting on 

tables. There is no justification for our expanding the role of the deacon any farther than 

specified in Acts 6, that is, handling the benevolent program. The Second Century church 

also saw the job of a deacon similarly. This is in accord with the views of such notable 

Restoration commentators as Robert Richardson,
178

 Tolbert Fanning,
179

 W. K. 

Pendleton,
180

 and E. G. Sewell.
181

 We must be silent where the Bible is silent. 
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2. The only possible example that we have of how deacons served is that the 

seven were appointed to a single task, very much as a committee. 

3. Romans 16:1 states that Phoebe was a deacon (not “deaconess”). 

1 Timothy 3:11 probably describes women deacons. 

4. There is nothing that a male church member cannot do without being 

appointed a deacon—other than wear the title. Some would require that deacons handle 

all church funds, but there is no basis in scripture for making this a rule. Some would put 

all “worldly” matters in the hands of the deacons, leaving the elders to handle spiritual 

matters. But this rule is also missing from the Bible. Some would make the deacons into a 

cabinet of department heads, but there is no scripture for this interpretation. And some 

would make the deacons into a House of Representatives, voting on matters that must 

also pass the Senate—the elders. This is not only unsupported by scripture, it directly 

challenges the authority actually given by scripture to the elders. 

5. In the First Century, a major work of the church was to support widows 

during a time of short male life expectancies and no pensions. 1 Timothy 5:3-16 deals 

with this problem at length. It is not surprising that 1 Timothy 3 deals with the 

qualifications of those charged with administering the church’s care for such widows. But 

we no longer maintain a list of supported widows, and the need for a special class of 

members to handle this job is over. If a church were to take on such a noble work, the 

work should certainly be entrusted to members who meet high standards of behavior. 

6. But even if we find in the scriptures a broader role for deacons, women 

can do anything that deacons can do, because there is no scripture denying them the right 

to use whatever gifts they have in God’s service. Giving them the title is amply justified 

by Romans 16:1 as well as 1 Timothy 3:11. Indeed, the Bible unambiguously commands 

those who have gifts to use them in God’s service and condemns those who refuse to do 

so and those who refuse to permit others to use their gifts. We should make the fullest use 

of our gifts possible. 

We speak of direct commands, necessary inference, and binding examples as 

providing authority for church practices. The lessons taught by Jesus and Paul regarding 

talents and gifts are plain authority for putting gifts into practice. They are indeed direct 

commands. There are many women with unused gifts given by God for use in His service. 

There is no safety in burying those talents. There is grave danger for those who fear to 

allow others to serve God! 
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