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Adapted from a presentation given by David G. Martin at an AF Deacon Seminar

The Role of the Deacon

When Jesus saw needs while He walked on this earth, 
He was moved with compassion. He met the spiritual, 
physical, and mental needs of the people. Jesus’ 
followers in the early church had that same compassion 
toward their brothers and sisters and toward those 
outside of the church. 

Galatians 6:10 teaches, “As we have therefore 
opportunity, let us do good unto all men, especially 
unto them who are of the household of faith.” We know 
the early believers followed this teaching. In Acts 4, the 
new Christians sold some of their possessions and gave 
the money to the apostles who in turn distributed it to 
believers with needs. A few chapters later, in Acts 11, 
the new Christians at Antioch became aware of a need 
at the church in Judea and responded by sending them 
relief through the church leaders. 

At that time, the church was fulfilling their calling by 
caring for the widows, but the apostles were too busy 
and not able to teach and preach while also caring for 
the widows. Therefore, seven men were ordained to 
take up the work of caring for physical needs, which 
allowed the apostles to give themselves continually to 
prayer and to the ministry of the Word. This is what is 
commonly known as the first example of the deacon 
office (Acts 6). 

Called by God and the Church
At my ordination, I was asked, “Are you willing to accept 
this service and by the grace of God and the aid of 

His Holy Spirit to give yourself up to the work which 
this office demands of you, as a faithful laborer in the 
church of God?”1 

I was then given the charge that says, “You’ve been 
called to the office of deacon. It will now be your duty 
to receive and take care of the charities of the church, 
to distribute them to the needy members according 
to their necessities, to visit the sick and widows and 
orphans, to comfort them and pray with them in their 
afflictions, to assist the bishop in the administration of 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and to bear testimony 
to the truth in their public ministrations.”

Deacons have a lot of responsibility and behind-the-
scenes work. A schoolteacher once asked her students 
what the responsibilities of the bishop, minister, and 
deacon are. Their answer was, “Well, the bishop is the 
leader. He tells the people what to do. The preacher 
is to preach the Word. And the deacon, well, he does 
all the work.” Deacon work isn’t always easy, but as we 
submit and fulfill this God-given responsibility, we can 
find joy in it.

When the early church went about ordaining the 
seven men, the apostles instructed the congregation 
to look among themselves and choose men “of honest 
report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom” (Acts 6:3). 
Men who exemplified these qualities were then set 

1   David G. Martin was ordained as a deacon at 40 years old and has 
been a deacon for 24 years.
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before the apostles who laid their hands on the men 
and ordained them. Through this ordination charge, 
the men were appointed to work in the capacity of 
deacons.

Accepting and Fulfilling Their Charge
We do not read that any of the seven men ordained 
in Acts 6 refused to accept and fulfill their charge. As 
a result of their willingness to serve, the Word of God 
increased and the church grew! Was the work easy for 
them? I doubt it. Yet there was a blessing when these 
men accepted and fulfilled their charge. For a deacon 
to fulfill his responsibility effectively and joyfully, he 
must accept his calling. 

Accepting the call of a deacon starts long before the 
ordination. The Christian life begins with accepting 
God’s call to surrender our lives to Him. From then on, 
the Christian’s desire is to be in the center of God’s will. 
Young people might accept the call to teach school or 
go on the mission field. God calls His faithful children 
to a variety of roles, including the role of deacon. 

With the call to serve as deacon comes sacrifice. In 
most situations, a deacon has a wife and children, and 
they also must sacrifice. When a wife doesn’t accept her 
husband’s call or a child doesn’t accept that Dad has 
been called to deacon, it will hinder the effectiveness 
of the deacon’s work. My oldest sons were around 
sixteen to eighteen years old when I was ordained as 
deacon. At that age, they had to adjust to and accept 
the call of God on my life. 

With the willingness to accept the charge comes 
the ability to fulfill the charge. First Timothy 4:14 says, 

“Neglect not the gift that is in thee, which was given 
thee by prophecy, with the laying on of the hands of 
the presbytery.” The Greek word for gift in that verse 
is charisma, meaning a divine gratuity or a spiritual 
endowment. Deacons are given the gifts they need to 
fulfill their charge and to use their abilities and talents 
as an opportunity to serve the Lord by serving the 
church.

Paul says in 1 Timothy 1:12, “And I thank Christ Jesus 
our Lord, who hath enabled me, for that he counted me 

faithful, putting me into the ministry.” Paul recognized 
that God had enabled him and would continue to 
enable him for the work of the ministry. God had also 
called Paul to the ministry in spite of his past. He called 
Paul on the road to Damascus and forgave him of his 
sins. As Paul accepted God’s call on his life, the church 
was extremely blessed by it. Deacons should not use 
the excuse of past failings to reject God’s call. God uses 
forgiven sinners to do His work.

Serving the Church
The Greek word for deacon is diákonos and generally 
means a “servant or attendant.” A servant is someone 
who has the best interest of others in mind. He will lay 
down his agenda and will for the good of the persons 
he is serving. A servant’s responsibility is to meet the 
needs of his master. In the same way, deacons are 
called to serve their Master by serving the church. 
Many times they will need to lay down their own 
agenda to meet the needs of the congregation.

James 1:27 teaches that “pure religion and undefiled 
before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless 
and widows in their affliction.” Practicing this verse is one 
way that deacons serve the church and help take care of 
God’s people. Another way is to keep in touch with the 
members, especially those in one’s own congregation 
or district. There are many different ways to do it, but 
visiting the sick, the widows, and the fatherless in their 
afflictions is part of the work of the deacon.

This verse, however, is not only talking to deacons. 
The call to visit the fatherless and widows is the 
responsibility of all members. But a deacon can help 
make this happen by involving the congregation 
and taking initiative. Not everything has to be done 
through the deacon, but it is his responsibility to see 
that it happens and in an orderly way. 

A man who had been attending our church for some 
time but was not a believer became sick. I asked his 
wife if we could have the men come and visit him. “Well,” 
she said, “don’t all come visit at one time, but do show 
interest in him. He’s been more open.” This is an example 
of how the deacon can organize events to fulfill such 
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callings as visiting the sick. In this case, I organized a 
visitation schedule for the brothers in the church.

Later, we will look at the specific areas of a deacon’s 
work, but a deacon’s primary calling is to be a servant to 
the church. 

The Deacon’s Manual
A deacon’s work would be easier if there was a book 
called The Complete Guide to Being a Good Deacon with 
detailed instructions on what to do in every situation 
that comes up. There is no such book, but we do have 
a book—the Bible—that includes guidelines for the 
deacon. 

Here are a few practical and scriptural “do nots” that 
deacons can apply: 

Do not believe gossip. Deacons need to be careful 
and discerning with what they believe. Unfortunately, 
people sometimes try to lift themselves up by 
putting others down. Human nature tends to jump to 
conclusions and assume without finding out the facts. 
If one member says something negative about another 
member, make sure you ask how they know it is true. 
Did they witness it themselves? Have they talked to the 
person about the problem? Don’t fall into the trap of 
believing gossip. 

Do not accept a complaint unless the first two steps in 
Matthew 18:15–17 were followed. First ask, was an effort 
put forth to resolve the issue one-on-one? Second, was a 
witness or two called in to help resolve the offense? Only 
after these two steps have been followed should the 
complaint be brought to the church. 

Do not form conclusions until you have heard out all 
persons involved. It has been said, “In disputes among 
people, the truth almost never sits entirely with one 
side. There are two sides to every story and sometimes 
three sides to hear before the truth can be discerned.” 
Sometimes after listening to the second person’s side, 
you will find out details that will affect your conclusion. 
Proverbs 18:13 says, “He that answereth a matter 
before he heareth it, it is folly and shame unto him.” 
When approaching the person in focus, do so with 
love and understanding. It’s easy to judge them based 

on what we heard from others without giving them 
an opportunity to give their side. When we approach 
someone with this kind of attitude, they will be able to 
sense it in us. 

Do not talk behind each other’s backs on the ministry 
team. Be up front and open and maintain healthy 
interpersonal relationships with the congregation and 
ministry team. The best thing a ministerial team can do 
for its congregation is to work together and be a united 
force. Team members may have different opinions about 
how a situation should be handled, but they need to 
accept the final decision made as a ministerial team. If 
each team member does his own thing or lets others 
know he doesn’t agree with how the situation is being 
handled, it can create a lot of havoc. Build confidence 
with each other, be open with each other, and work out 
your differences. Go forth as a unified force.

Do not show partiality in relationships. One could 
look at a number of examples in the Bible where 
individuals showed partiality. Jacob showed partiality 
to Joseph, Isaac to Esau, and Rebekah to Jacob. A lot of 
problems arose because of this. The deacon shouldn’t 
be partial to his family over others. At the same time, 
he shouldn’t require things of his family he doesn’t 
require of the congregation either. He needs to be fair 
both ways. 

The Deacon’s Requisite Character
A deacon’s role is a serious responsibility and requires 
certain characteristics that must be exemplified 
in church, home, and business life. These requisite 
characteristics are summed up in 1 Timothy 3:8–13:

“Likewise must the deacons be grave, not 
doubletongued, not given to much wine, not greedy of 
filthy lucre; Holding the mystery of the faith in a pure 
conscience. And let these also first be proved; then let 
them use the office of a deacon, being found blameless. 
Even so must their wives be grave, not slanderers, sober, 
faithful in all things. Let the deacons be the husbands 
of one wife, ruling their children and their own houses 
well. For they that have used the office of a deacon 
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be someone who has proven himself faithful in the 
Christian life, particularly in the characteristics listed 
in the Bible for deacon. A church must remember this 
when seeking God’s will for choosing a brother to serve 
as deacon.

Blameless. Is it possible for someone outside of Jesus 
to be blameless? A deacon is human and will make 
mistakes. The congregation should understand that 
their deacon will not be perfect. However, if a deacon 
makes a mistake, he should quickly acknowledge and 
correct it. Unfortunately, a deacon may at times have 
false accusations brought against him, but if he has 
a pure conscience, he will be found blameless in his 
conversation and walk of life.

The Deacon’s Example of Service
Jesus Christ is our greatest example of one who serves. 
The love He had for His Father in heaven, as well as 
His compassion for those around Him, motivated Him 
to serve. His work of service culminated at Calvary 
when He gave His very life for mankind. He was 
misunderstood and rejected by His own people, yet He 
served faithfully. Deacons should serve with the mind 
of Christ and in humility as He did. 

To gain the mind of Christ and humility we must: 
1.   Choose to understand and adopt Jesus’ way of 

thinking. 
2.   Make His values and attitudes our own. 
3.   Allow His ways and how He would do things to 

affect our actions. 
4.   Follow His example of praying earnestly.
5.   Adopt His view of Himself as a servant.

Jesus is our example of humble leadership. He calls 
us to fulfill His work and enables us to do it. We are 
merely God’s vessels doing God’s work to accomplish 
His purposes. 

The Deacon’s Work
The deacon has a variety of responsibilities.

Support and assist the bishop or elder in his 
administration. A deacon who strongly supports the 
bishop will help lighten the bishop’s load. A deacon 

well purchase to themselves a good degree, and great 
boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus.”

Let’s take a look at some of these characteristics.
Grave. A deacon should be venerable, having 

upright character and worthy of respect. Those called 
into this position must live in a way that is worthy of 
the respect due the position he holds.

Not double-tongued. A deacon shouldn’t say one 
thing to one person and another thing to another 
person. He needs to hear and acknowledge various 
perspectives but not be double-tongued. A deacon 
needs to always speak the truth in all situations. The 
truth will always stand. 

Not given to much wine. Anabaptists have taken 
a stand against the intake of wine, but two principles 
apply here that we shouldn’t overlook. The first 
principle, found in          1 Thessalonians 5:22, is to 
refrain from any appearance of evil. The deacon should 
be concerned that all he does has the appearance of 
righteousness. The second principle is temperance. 
While the Bible does say that a little wine can be used 
for the stomach’s sake, obviously too much is not good 
for the body. The deacon should be known for his 
temperance in all areas of life.

Not greedy of filthy lucre. This is speaking of a 
greed for material things or things for fleshly desires. 
A deacon’s life should manifest contentment. Leaders 
are in a position of influence—the choices they make 
regarding purchases and their standard of living will 
affect what is normal for the congregation. If a leader 
expresses greed in his life, how can he be trusted to 
handle the church’s money and be an example to those 
following?

Hold to the faith in a pure conscience. The deacon 
must have a free conscience before God and man. His 
choices, actions, and words must be pure and holy. 
Only then will he be able to effectively work with 
troubled people, helping them make right choices in 
spite of the circumstances they find themselves in.

Must be proved. A deacon should not be someone 
that has recently come to the faith. Rather, he must 
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when there are needs. Some members will be quick 
to let the deacon know when they have a need, and 
others will suffer in silence. The deacon needs to always 
have his ears open and be sensitive to the needs that 
may not be so obvious.

Be accountable and reliable in handling money 
given in offerings or the alms funds. The deacon must 
give account of the funds that come in. A bishop once 
told me of the time a deacon used the church money to 
buy steers since the church didn’t need the money at the 
time. He then sold the steers and put the money back in 
the church fund. This type of thing should never happen. 
Deacons need to keep the line between personal and 
church funds clearly separated and never start using 
church money for personal needs, even in a pinch. 

Deacons must do all things above reproach. In 
business, even when you have trustworthy people 
working for you, it’s good to have accountability 
and safety nets in place to help keep honest people 
honest. The same applies to deacon work. Even though 
the deacon is trustworthy, there should be levels of 
accountability to help keep him honest. A deacon 
should never do anything (even though it may not be 
wrong) that is questionable or that could lead him to 
do something later that he never thought he would do. 
There must be complete honesty in what the church 
money is being used for.

Keep accurate records that are easy to follow. In our 
group, we assign two brethren to look over the church’s 
checkbook and the deacon’s books and audit them 
every year to make sure everything is right. These two 
brothers will then give a report of what they found to 
the congregation. It will make things a lot easier with a 
lot fewer questions if the deacon has a clear checkbook 
and clear records for others to look over.

The Deacon’s Humanity
We live in a culture that is fascinated by self. For many 
people, life is all about satisfying their selfish desires. 
Philippians 2:3 tells us to esteem others better than 
ourselves. A deacon must lay down self to be an effective 
deacon. How he views himself in relation to others will 

who does not pull alongside the bishop can hinder 
his work and make it hard for the bishop to fulfill his 
responsibilities. A supportive deacon can help make an 
effective bishop. 

One way of assisting the bishop and congregation in 
practicing the ordinances is having things ready and in 
order for baptism and communion. For baptism, this 
may mean preparing for the service and having the 
water ready. For communion, it could be preparing 
the table or having the washtubs prepared for foot 
washing. 

Be a ministerial team player. Along with supporting 
the bishop, the deacon must be a team player with 
the rest of the ministerial team. Picture with me Aaron 
and Hur in Exodus 17 who held up Moses’ hands. Israel 
was fighting the enemy, and as long as Moses kept his 
hands up, Israel was victorious. As soon as his hands 
went down, the enemy was victorious. Aaron and Hur 
holding up Moses’ arms is a good picture of supporting 
one another. They were all team players. One didn’t 
argue or get upset that his role wasn’t as important as 
the other. Rather, the battle was won because the three 
of them each filled their place. Are we willing to stand 
by our brother or our ministerial team and lift up their 
arms so that the church can be victorious? Or are we 
causing division in the congregation because we aren’t 
willing to stand beside our brother and support him?

Help restore and preserve peace. The deacons 
ordained in Acts 6 helped to settle a dispute between 
the Grecians and the Hebrews. Historically in the 
Anabaptist churches, the deacon was also responsible 
to help restore and preserve peace within the 
congregation. The deacon isn’t alone in this work, but 
often if there is conflict within the church, the deacon 
is the one who is responsible to look into it and find out 
the facts. 

Meet the needs of the congregation. Anywhere 
you find a group of people, you will also find spiritual, 
emotional, physical, or financial needs. The deacon 
should be available and flexible in his schedule to 
assist wherever needed. It takes a deacon who is well 
connected to his congregation to be able to sense 
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Deacons are human like everyone else and don’t 
need to hide their emotions. You might feel like you are 
always giving and pouring out. Don’t be ashamed to 
admit when you feel drained and need others to pour 
encouragement into you. We all need people to speak 
into our lives and encourage us.

Conclusion
Fulfilling the office of a deacon can be a joyous, 
fulfilling experience. I have enjoyed being a deacon, 
mainly because I was called of God to do this work. The 
deacon’s office is a way of life, and similar to what Paul 
said at the end of his life, the deacon’s reward is yet to 
come: 

“For I am now ready to be offered, and the time 
of my departure is at hand. I have fought a 
good fight, I have finished my course, I have 
kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for 
me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, 
the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: 
and not to me only, but unto all them also that 
love his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:6–8). 

affect his work. This means being open and humble 
about his humanity. 

An open and humble deacon admits when he doesn’t 
have an immediate answer when trying to help in a 
needy situation or help a brother who calls with hard 
questions. Rather, he gives assurance that the needs 
and questions are important. He promises to look into 
things and get back to the person. And then, of course, 
he needs to follow through on his promise. When a 
deacon tries to cover up his ignorance by giving an 
answer he doesn’t have, it will often get him in a bind 
later on.

A humble deacon also admits to struggles. All 
deacons struggle at times with their God-given role. 
When the load gets heavy, a deacon may feel like 
resenting God for putting him in this role. However, 
we must never start down the path of resenting God. 
When we begin to resent God, we begin to question 
the sovereignty of God. If a deacon feels discouraged or 
overwhelmed with his load, he should talk to his fellow 
ministry so they can support him in his work and help 
him work through it. 


