Church Leadership: The Office of Deacon
Introduction:  
Why study the office of deacon? Because there is much confusion about the office from both the general church membership and the deacons themselves, not to mention the low morale and fatigue among the diaconate membership.  Where there is confusion, inefficiency and ineffectiveness tend to follow. Where there is low morale and fatigue, apathy and legalism tend to follow.  If we are to combat these destructive trends and powerfully display the diaconal heart of God, we need a clear understanding as well as fresh practical application of this office.  
Purpose: 
The purpose of this study is to explore the diaconate from its biblical, historical and doctrinal roots as well as some of the contemporary challenges facing the diaconate and hopefully conclude with some new  approaches, all to better understand the office and role of deacon and help craft a contemporary vision for the SPEP diaconate, so that: “the word of God” might spread, the number of the disciples might increase rapidly, and a large number of priests (unbelievers) might become obedient to the faith.” (Acts 6:7).   
What is a Deacon?

Our book of church order states: “9.1 The office of deacon is set forth in the Scriptures as ordinary and perpetual in the Church. The office is one of sympathy and service, after the example of the Lord Jesus; it expresses also the communion of saints, especially in their helping one another in time of need.”  [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Book of Church Order, Part I. Form of Government, Chapter 9, The Deacon. 6th Edition, PCA’s Committee for Christian Education & Publications Lawrenceville, GA
] 


I want to suggest and will labor to show from scripture the deacon is one who models the diaconal heart of God, seen most clearly in the life of Christ, insuring the community of faith can enjoy its freedom, unencumbered by poverty and need, in order to fulfill their calling as the people of God to be a blessing to others, so that God might be known and His community expanded.  

Biblical Roots: Old Testament
While the ordained office of deacon finds its roots in the New Testament church, the diaconal heart of God begins much earlier. God’s first act of mercy takes place immediately after the fall when he clothed Adam and Eve with animal skins (Gen 3:21). While we know this event was symbolic of Christ’s work covering our sins, it revealed very clearly the diaconal heart of God: committed to the compassionate, merciful and physical care of those in need. It’s important to understand compassion and mercy are not simply things that God does, they are fundamental characteristics of who He is. Among many other things, He is a God of mercy and compassion for those in greatest need and we see this again and again in scripture.  
Created in His image, mercy and compassion should be a fundamental part of His people’s character as well. Indeed, from the very beginning of God’s interaction with His people He calls them to display His image and heart in the care for the poor and needy:  
Deuteronomy 15:11 There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I command you to be openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land.
Deuteronomy 14:28 At the end of every three years, bring all the tithes of that year's produce and store it in your towns, 29 so that the Levites …..  and the aliens, the fatherless and the widows who live in your towns may come and eat and be satisfied, and so that the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands.
The Hebrew uses a number of different words for the poor and needy. The scripture refers to them in many ways: widows, orphans, aliens (modern day immigrants), the hungry, sick and homeless, the powerless, afflicted and oppressed.  Their care was not optional but rather built into the social, economic and legislative fabric that guided the people of God.  When God gave His people the law, “He was constructing a believing community in which social righteousness [caring for the poor and needy] was as required as personal righteousness and morality.” [footnoteRef:2]  We see this caring for the poor and alien built into the law as instruction of how God’s people are to live:  [2:  Timothy J. Keller, Ministries of Mercy, P&R Publishing, Phillipsburg, NJ, 1997, p.41 [my italics added]] 

Leviticus 19:19  " 'When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. 10 Do not go over your vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the alien. I am the LORD your God.
And those in need were to be given more than a handout, they were to be given sufficient resources to care for themselves. 
Deu 15: 12 If a fellow Hebrew, a man or a woman, sells himself to you and serves you six years, in the seventh year you must let him go free. 13 And when you release him, do not send him away empty-handed. 14 Supply him liberally from your flock, your threshing floor and your winepress. Give to him as the LORD your God has blessed you. 15Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you. 
So inherent in the design of the covenant community was merciful, compassionate, above and beyond care for those in need. But God wanted even more, or less as the case may be. He wanted His people to understand He has a zero tolerance for poverty. 
Deuteronomy. 15:4 However, there should be no poor among you, for in the land the LORD your God is giving you to possess as your inheritance, he will richly bless you, 5 if only you fully obey the LORD your God and are careful to follow all these commands I am giving you today.
God positively reinforces His command to help the poor and needy in the land by promising to bless His people when they do.  But God knows well the human heart and its disobedience, so He also negatively reinforces His command, as failure to help the poor and needy carried serious consequences: 
Exodus 22: 21 "Do not mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in Egypt.  22 "Do not take advantage of a widow or an orphan. 23 If you do and they cry out to me, I will certainly hear their cry. 24 My anger will be aroused, and I will kill you with the sword; your wives will become widows and your children fatherless.
Later, God would speak loudly through His prophets, that ignoring the poor and needy was tantamount to breaking the covenant, no less than idolatry or adultery. (see the book of Amos for instance)
It’s clear from this very brief look at scripture, God is adamant about caring for the poor and needy. But why? The simple answer is that he is a compassionate and merciful God who cares about people.  But His compassion and mercy always has purpose. His special interest in the poor and needy in large measure stemmed from the fact He had freed His people from great poverty and need in Egypt. Many of the instances in scripture where God speaks of care for the poor and needy He reminds them they were once aliens and slaves and He redeemed them: 
Lev 19:33 " 'When an alien lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him. 34 The alien living with you must be treated as one of your native-born. Love him as yourself, for you were aliens in Egypt. I am the LORD your God. (see also Deu 15:15, Ex 22:21 above)
In remembering their deliverance they would begin to appreciate their freedom as a gift of grace and begin to live their lives in obedience and thanksgiving to Him by helping others realize true freedom.  God desires not just His people, but all people to be freed from whatever enslaves (which poverty and need always does) so we will look to Him, the great deliverer with faith, praise and thanksgiving.  Furthermore, it is only from a place of freedom that God’s people can fulfill their calling and design both individually and corporately to love Him and serve Him by displaying His diaconal heart.  In this way they showed themselves to be the people of God as they showed the nations who God is.  And having seen the very heart of God in the people of God, the nations would be drawn to Him, becoming participating members of the community of faith. So, at its core, the compassionate, diaconal heart of God always has an evangelistic, kingdom building purpose.  This would be paramount to the early church; and should be to us. 
Biblical Roots: New Testament  
With Old Testament background and insight we look to the New Testament’s teaching on the diaconate. Initially we see clearly the diaconal heart of God in the person of Jesus Christ as he inaugurates the essence of His ministry. He said: 
Luke 4: 18"The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed,  19 to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  20Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, 21 and he began by saying to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing."
Not only does Jesus show himself to be God by displaying the heart and character of God, He calls His people to display the heart and character of God, for instance: 
James 1: 27Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.
Gal 2: 10….we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do.
 Jesus came to display the heart and character of God and bring real freedom. The early church rejoiced in the freedom of faith in Jesus Christ. They understood clearly, by grace they had been delivered from the greatest bondage of human kind, the bondage of sin and death. Having been delivered they loved and cared for one another, so that none was poor and needy, because God had loved and cared for them in His son.  That was freedom! As people watched, they too were drawn to this joyful freedom in Christ:
Acts 2:42 They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 44All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 46Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.
That’s the way the covenant community of God was designed to work: caring for one another to the degree the watching world took notice.  But things began to change. The church was growing at an extraordinary rate and the apostles couldn’t keep up with the needs:  
Acts 6: 1 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. 2So 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. 3Brothers, 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 4and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word."  5This 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. 6They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.   7So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.
Here we see the birth of the office of Deacon: those officially appointed to serve the needs of the church and community, one of two ordained offices in the church, elder and deacon. The English word ‘deacon’ is the transliteration of the Greek “diakonos,” "diakoneo” or “diakonia” from the root “diakon,” meaning servant or helper in its most common form.  "Diakonia” is found 34 times in the NT. It means service at the table (see Lk. 10:40; Acts 6:1). Similarly, the noun “diakonos” is used thirty times in the New Testament, three of which refers to an ordained servant (Phil. 1:1, 1 Tim. 3:8, 12). The verb “diakoneo” is found twice (1 Tim. 3:10, 13) and is best translated, “office of a deacon.” [footnoteRef:3]  Who is the deacon? [3:  "Serve, Deacon, Worship" The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, Colin Brown, ed., Vol 3, pp. 544, 546
] 

1 Tim 3: 2Now the overseer [presbyter/elder] must be above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect. 5(If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God's church?) 6He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil. 7He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil's trap.  8Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. 9They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 10They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons.  11In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.  12A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must manage his children and his household well. 13Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.
Who can be a deacon? Only those who meet the qualifications that God has shown in His word:
I Timothy 3:8 Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. 9They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 10They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons.  11In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.  12A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must manage his children and his household well. 13Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.
These qualifications for serving as a deacon speak to the deacon’s character, piety, practice, purity and family life: 
1. THE DEACON’S PERSONAL CHARACTER  (v.8)

a.  He is worthy of respect: people trust him and look up to him
b.  He is sincere: He’s committed to God’s call on his life to serve in this office
c.   He does not indulge in much wine: He understand moderation and not causing another to stumble
d.  He does not pursue dishonest gain: He’s honest and not greedy 

2. THE DEACON’S PIETY (v.9)

a.  He holds to the deep truths of the Christian faith with a clear conscience: Without wavering, he understands, believes and lives out with consistency and integrity everything the bible teaches, and his life does not contradict that.  He possess a deep conviction about the truth of the gospel is not only for his life but for others as well. 

3. THE DEACON’S PRACTICE and PURITY (v.10)

a.  He must first be tested and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. A deacon is a servant by nature. “Let them serve” is given in the imperative, meaning to approve after testing. He does not become a deacon to be a servant in as much as he becomes a deacon because he is already a servant. In all things he must show a consistent, godly reputation as a servant leader that the church has observed.  
b.  …If there is nothing against them: literally  “being found blameless” means nothing can be alleged against his character or life that would bring disrepute to the gospel, the church or to Christ. This seems to imply to be free from all legal charges, as well.

4. THE DEACON’S FAMILY LIFE (v. 11-12)

a.  His wife must be a woman worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything. He must have a godly, well respected and wife who refrains from gossiping and whom he can trust implicitly in all matters. His wife must fully understand and be supportive in his decision to be a deacon.  b.  He must be the husband of but one wife: He must be a model of faithful devotion to one wife and committed to the sanctity of their marriage. Note: I do not believe this disqualifies a man who has divorced, if he was divorced on biblical grounds or was an unbeliever prior to his divorce.  
 c.  He must manage his children and his household well. He must manage his own home well as a servant leader (both physically and spiritually). He must have healthy family relationships and be loved, respected and followed by his wife and children as he leads with the compassion and commitment of Christ.

Outside of the Acts and 1 Timothy passages above, the New Testament is largely silent about the role of deacons.  Given that scarcity, William D. Mounce (Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary) “cautions us that the deacons’ precise functions are somewhat of a mystery.  The account in Acts 6, he believes, cannot be taken as a doctrinal rule but as historical narrative, since two exceptions to “service” ministry are found in the witness of Stephen (who preached and worked miracles) and Philip (who evangelized later in Acts).  Furthermore, “diakonoi” does not appear in Acts 6.  [I say we should note Mounce’s caution, but also realize that Acts 6 is the only deacon-like example we have other than 1Timothy 3.  The NT simply doesn’t go to the same degree of care as with elders in describing the nature of a deacon’s role]. The greatest example in NT of the diaconal ministry is Christ, who exemplified and taught that the greatest in the kingdom of heaven was the servant of all. [footnoteRef:4]  By looking to Christ first, we see the true Adam (Rom 5:14-21) who is subduing all of creation to God (Heb 2:5ff, Eph 1:10). He is the true high priest who gives mercy to all in need Heb 4:14ff). And He is the great deacon (Rom 15:8) who identifies with the poor and needy (2 Cor 8:9) and pours Himself out in sacrificial service (Mark 10:45).[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Brian LoPiccolo: Study on Church Leadership, Summer 2009, p.2 ]  [5:  Keller, p.43] 

In light of God’s word, we can conclude the deacon is one who models the diaconal heart of God, seen most clearly in the life of Christ, insuring the community of faith can enjoy its freedom, unencumbered by poverty and need, in order to fulfill their calling as the people of God to be a blessing to others, so that God might be known and His community expanded.  In his serving, the deacon is to serve the community of faith as well as the wider community both physically and spiritually and the purpose is clear, so that: “the word of God” might spread, the number of the disciples might increase rapidly, and a large number of priests (unbelievers) might become obedient to the faith.” (Acts 6:7).  This is still the high and holy calling of the deacon. May it be true at SPEP in the days ahead!
Historical Roots: Deacons In The Early Church 
There can b no doubt, from the apostolic age onward, deacons as a distinct office occupied a special place in the Christian community, set apart along with the elders for a servant role modeled after Christ himself.  
St. Ignatius of Antioch (A.D. 100) commented on this: “the deacon’s task was nothing less than to continue the ministry of Jesus Christ….In fact he would also say: “Similarly, let everyone respect the deacon as Jesus Christ….”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:   Paul Trebilco, The Early Christians In Ephesus From Paul To Ignatius, (Mohr-Siebeck, Tubingen:Germany:, 2004)  p.640] 

Polycarp (A.D.110), one of the early church fathers, shed additional insight on the office of deacon in the early church: “...Deacons must be blameless in the presence of his righteousness, as deacons of God and Christ and not of men: not slanderers, not insincere, not lovers of money, self-controlled in every respect, compassionate, diligent, acting in accordance with the Lord, who became ‘a servant of all.”  -The Letter of Polycarp to the Philippians 5.2 (trans. by J.B. Lightfoot)[footnoteRef:7]   [7:   LoPiccolo ] 

Justin Martyr (A.D. 100-165) commented on other deacons’ roles, while describing Lord’s Day worship, the distribution and observance of Communion: “...and there is a distribution to each, and a participation of that over which thanks have been given, and to those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. And they who are well to do, and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected is deposited with the president...” (First Apology, chapter 67) [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid] 

[bookmark: back13]Origen, who lived in the beginning of the third century, a little more than one hundred years after the death of the apostle John, speaks of deacons as officers then in the Church. “The deacons,” says he, “preside over the money tables of the Church.” Cyprian, the distinguished bishop of Carthage, who was martyred in the year 259, directs his 29th epistle “to my brethren, the elders and deacons.” Epiphanius, a writer of the fourth century, says, “originally all offices of the Church were performed by bishops, presbyters, and deacons, and, therefore, no church was without a deacon.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  www.covenanter.org, Chapter 1, The Deacon’s Office is Ordinary and Perpetual in the Christian Church.] 

Clearly the diaconal office was an integral and vital part of the early church.  From the first through fourth  centuries, deacons were the real agents of the charity provided through the church for those in need. They served the widows and orphans and visited the sick and imprisoned and as early as the third century, had deacon family ministry plans.  Deacons helped to train new converts. They kept watch over the church members, reporting to the bishop any who seemed about to fall away. They attempted to restore the excommunicated. Deacons also carried out administrative assignments given them by their bishops and met daily to receive instructions from him. Failure to carry out their assignments was cause for removal. If they had the authority from a bishop and elder or if a bishop was present, they could baptize. They also assisted with the Lord's Supper. [footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Charles W. Deweese, The Emerging Role of Deacons, (Broadman Press, Nashville, TN, 1979) pp. 12-15 (summary)] 

However, by the third century the diaconate had begun to decline. It seems an identity crisis and a confusion of biblical roles caused the problems. By the fourth century, more emphasis was placed on the liturgical role of deacons as assistants to the bishops and elders, at the expense of the ministry of mercy. By the fifth century, most deacons did little except perform “unctions” (the rubbing on of healing oils). [footnoteRef:11]   [11:   Karl Rahner, Encyclopedia Of Theology: The Concise Sacramentum Mundi, Continuum (International Publishing Group, NY, NY, 1975) Most of this paragraph is a very brief summation of Rahner’s chapter on the early church diaconate.  
] 

Historical Roots: Deacons In The Middle Ages
  
By the early Middle Ages the office of deacon as a biblical model was all but dead, close to being a "legal fiction, ” with the diaconal role of the church taken over by an organized charity system administered by the monasteries of Western Europe.  [footnoteRef:12]  As the Middle Ages wore on, the diaconate became nothing more than an introductory step toward ordination as a priest, moving it even further from the New Testament model.  "….medieval deacons assumed an increasingly ecclesiastical role, and their tendency to become candidates for the priesthood became more pronounced than ever. Almost no one was ordained to the diaconate unless he intended to advance to the priesthood."[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Ibid]  [13:  Deweese, p.18
] 

This failure to understand and appreciate the biblical value and role of the diaconate eventually resulted in its collapse by the end of the middle ages, with the monasteries and state institutions taking over the administration of charity, thereby robbing the church of one its most distinctive and evangelically important roles.
Historical Roots: Deacons In The Reformation & Post reformation 

By the 16th century, there was little if any unified effort by the church meet the needs of the people in their communities. The diaconate was dead and the church faced a changing world at a time when it was “possessed of a half-romantic, socially apathetic orthodoxy.” [footnoteRef:14]  Then came the reformation with its return to Scripture resulting in a return to the biblical role of deacons, among many other things.  Consider the words of the reformers themselves:  [14:  Susan Wilds McArver, “A History of the Diaconate,” From Word and Sacrament, ed. Duane H. Larson (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1999) p.71] 

Martin Luther: "The diaconate is the ministry, not of reading the Gospel or the Epistle, as is the present practice, but of distributing the church's aid to the poor. " 
In his 25th sermon, on the First Epistle to Timothy, Calvin says, “and it is certain that God will have this rule to be observed and kept in his Church: that is to say, that the poor be cared for; and not only that every private man for his own behalf alone by himself do help them which are poor, but that there be a public office, and men appointed to have care of them that are in necessity, that things may be ordered as they ought.  And, if it be not so, it is certain that we cannot brag that we have a well ordered Church, and after the doctrine of the gospel, but a confused thing and hodgepodge.”[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  www.covenanter.org, p.1] 

It’s clear the reformers held the office of deacon in high esteem, not only for their role in caring for the poor but in ministering to the spiritual needs of the community as well. “Deacons were public officers in the church entrusted with the care of the poor. He [Calvin] urged that they be skilled in the Christian faith since, in the course of their ministry, ‘they will often have to give advice and comfort.' Indeed, the deacons in Calvin's Geneva should have experts in what we call today social work as well as pastoral care."[footnoteRef:16]    [16:  Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers, (Broadman Press, Nashville, TN, 1988), page 241)] 

[bookmark: back18][bookmark: quotesbooks][bookmark: back19]The principles of Knox and his co-laborers, and successors in the work of Reformation in Scotland, in reference to the deacon, are most readily ascertained, and with the greatest certainty from the First and Second books of discipline, of the Scottish church. In that church there was never any diversity of opinion on the subject; the perpetuity of the deacon’s office was maintained as fully and as plainly as of the pastoral office, or that of the ruling elder. First Book of Discipline, chapter 7: “men of the best knowledge, judgment, and conversation, should be chosen for elders and deacons. Their election shall be yearly, where it may be conveniently observed.” Second Book of Discipline, chapter 2: “Again, the whole policy of the Kirk consisteth in three things, namely, in doctrine, discipline and distribution: with doctrine is annexed the administration of sacraments; and, according to the parts of this division, ariseth a threefold sort of officers in the Kirk, to wit, of ministers or preachers, elders or governors, and deacons or distributors; and all these may be called by a general word, ministers of the Kirk.” [footnoteRef:17] [17:  www.covenanter.org, p.1] 

[bookmark: back39]At a later period, when the principles of the Scottish Reformation had taken root in England, the views of the English reformers, upon the deacon’s office, are very decidedly expressed in that Form of Church Government compiled by the Westminster Assembly. These views were ably advocated by several divines of Zion’s College, London, in a work entitled The Divine Right of Church Government. In this essay they say that “deacons are ordinary officers in the Church of God, of which she will have constant use in all ages, and which, at first, were divinely appointed, and after, frequently mentioned in the New Testament.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid, p.1] 

Not only the reformers but “by the early 1600's early Baptists such as John Smyth and Thomas Helwys, saw the primary role of deacons as that of carrying out the benevolence ministry of the church. In 1654, in what would become an often repeated description, Thomas Collier pictured the work of deacons as that of serving tables: the table of the Lord, the table of the minister, and the table of the poor.” [footnoteRef:19]   [19:  Deweese, p.20] 

It wasn’t long before the diaconate began to deteriorate once again. Many of the descendants of the British reformers have dropped the office of deacon, although they still retain, in their published creeds and confessions. So much so, that in 1784, John Wesley, the great Methodist evangelist, attempted to revive the order of vocational deacons in the Anglican Church by his directions to the American leaders of "The Methodist Society." Later, Methodists sometimes appointed functional deacons and deaconesses, but they were not ordained. Also, Methodists sometimes have used the term "deacon" to refer to one who is in a probationary period before ordination, but they have no true diaconate.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  david h tripp,  'john wesley's letters of orders, as deacon (1725) and priest (1728) translated'. methodist history,    41:4 (2003), pp. 192-195.] 

By the 19th century, with the emergence of a new sense of professionalism among the clergy and growing awareness of huge pastoral needs in large urban parishes, the diaconate was taken more seriously. As a consequence, the diaconate was developed as a probationary year during which the priest learned his priestly duties under supervision. In one sense, this strengthened the diaconate giving it professional identity. On the other hand, the move affirmed the 'transitional' model.
The diaconate from the post reformation era to present has been and still is all over the map. Many denominations still ordain biblical elders, while others have dropped the office all together. Still others have made the deacon an administrator or business manager.  In many cases the diaconal role of the church has been abdicated to individuals and civil offices.  Regardless of how churches treat the office of deacon, still we must conclude the office is a permanent office ordained by Christ and we would do well to heed the words of John Brown of Haddington, the Scottish Divine: “There is no hint in Scripture that the offices of ruling elder and deacon were designed to be temporary – no congregation can, therefore, answer to Jesus Christ for the dropping of deacons, any more than for the dropping of ruling elders.” [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Thomas Watson, Body of Divinity, Book VII, chapter II, orig published. 1686, currently pub by Banner of Truth Trust] 

Doctrinal Roots

We’ve established through scripture and church history the office of deacon is a perpetual office ordained by God. What can we learn from our own standards? While not speaking directly to the office of deacon, The Westminster Confession of faith speaks to the diaconal heart God requires of His people:
“1. All saints, that are united to Jesus Christ their Head, by His Spirit, and by faith, have fellowship with Him in His grace, sufferings, death, resurrection, and glory: and, being united to one another in love, they have communion in each other's gifts and graces, and are obliged to the performance of such duties, public and private, as do conduce to their mutual good, both in the inward and outward man. 
2. Saints by profession are bound to maintain an holy fellowship and communion in the worship of God, and in performing such other spiritual services as tend to their mutual edification; as also in relieving each other in outward things, according to their several abilities and necessities. Which communion, as God offereth opportunity, is to be extended unto all those who, in every place, call upon the name of the Lord Jesus.”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter XXVI, Of the Communion of the Saints, 3rd Edition with Corrections 
PCA’s Committee for Christian Education & Publications Lawrenceville, GA  ] 

Likewise the PCA’s Book of Church order states: 
“The officers of the Church, by whom all its powers are administered, are, according to the Scriptures, teaching and ruling elders and deacons.” [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Book of Church Order, Part I. Form of Government, Chapter 1, The Doctrine of Church Government. ] 

“7.2 The ordinary and perpetual classes of office in the Church are elders and deacons. Within the class of elder are the two orders of teaching elders and ruling elders. The elders jointly have the government and spiritual oversight of the Church, including teaching. Only those elders who are specially gifted, called and trained by God to preach may serve as teaching elders. The office of deacon is not one of rule, but rather of service both to the physical and spiritual needs of the people. In accord with Scripture, these offices are open to men only.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ibid, Form of Government, Chapter 7, Church Officers-General Classification] 


“9-1. The office of deacon is set forth in the Scriptures as ordinary and perpetual in the Church. The office is one of sympathy and service, after the example of the Lord Jesus; it expresses also the communion of saints, especially in their helping one another in time of need.  

9-2. It is the duty of the deacons to minister to those who are in need, to the sick, to the friendless, and to any who may be in distress. It is their duty also to develop the grace of liberality in the members of the church, to devise effective methods of collecting the gifts of the people, and to distribute these gifts among the objects to which they are contributed. They shall have the care of the property of the congregation, both real and personal, and shall keep in proper repair the church edifice and other buildings belonging to the congregation. In matters of special importance affecting the property of the church, they cannot take final action without the approval of the Session and
consent of the congregation. In the discharge of their duties the deacons are under the supervision and authority of the Session. In a church in which it is impossible for any reason to secure deacons, the duties of the office shall devolve upon the ruling elders.

9-3. To the office of deacon, which is spiritual in nature, shall be chosen men of spiritual character, honest repute, exemplary lives, brotherly spirit, warm sympathies, and sound judgment. 

9-4. The deacons of a particular church shall be organized as a Board, of which the pastor shall be an advisory member. The Board shall elect a chairman and a secretary from their number and a treasurer to whom shall be entrusted the funds for the current expenses of the church. It shall meet separately at least once a quarter, and whenever requested by the Session. The Board of each church shall determine the number necessary for a quorum. The Board shall keep a record of its proceedings, and of all funds and their distribution, and shall submit its minutes to the Session regularly,and at other times upon request of the Session. It is desirable that the Session and the Board of Deacons meet in joint session once a quarter to confer on matters of common interest. 

9-5. Deacons may properly be appointed by the higher courts to serve on committees, especially as treasurers. It is suitable also that they be appointed trustees of any fund held by any of the Church courts. It may also be helpful for the Church courts, when devising plans of church finance, to invite wise and consecrated deacons to their councils.

9-6. The deacons may, with much advantage, hold conference from time to time for the discussion of the interests committed to them. Such conferences may include representatives of churches covering areas of smaller or larger extent. Any actions taken by these conferences shall have only an advisory character.

9-7. It is often expedient that the Session of a church should select and appoint godly men and women of the congregation to assist the deacons in caring for the sick, the widows, the orphans, the prisoners, and others who may be in any distress or need.” [footnoteRef:25] [25:  Ibid, Chapter 9, The Deacon
] 


“24-1. Every church shall elect persons to the offices of ruling elder and deacon in the following manner: At such times as determined by the Session, communicant members of the congregation may submit names to the Session, keeping in mind that each prospective officer should be an active male member who meets the qualifications set forth in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1. After the close of the nomination period nominees for the office of ruling elder and/or deacon shall receive instruction in the qualifications and work of the office. Each nominee shall then be examined in:
a. his Christian experience, especially his personal character and family management (based on the qualifications set out in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:6-9),
b. his knowledge of Bible content,
c. his knowledge of the system of doctrine, government, discipline contained in the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church in America (BCO Preface III, The Constitution Defined),
d. the duties of the office to which he has been nominated, and
e. his willingness to give assent to the questions required for ordination. (BCO 24-6)
If there are candidates eligible for the election, the Session shall report to the congregation those eligible, giving at least thirty (30) days prior notice of the time and place of a congregational meeting for elections. If one-fourth (1/4) of the persons entitled to vote shall at any time request the Session to call a congregational meeting for the purpose of electing
additional officers, it shall be the duty of the Session to call such a meeting on the above procedure. The number of officers to be elected shall be determined by the congregation after hearing the Session’s recommendation. 

24-7. Ordination to the offices of ruling elder or deacon is perpetual; nor can such offices be laid aside at pleasure; nor can any person be degraded from either office but by deposition after regular trial; yet a ruling elder or deacon may have reasons which he deems valid for being released from the active duties of his office. In such a case the Session, after conference with him and careful consideration of the matter, may, if it thinks proper, accept his resignation and dissolve the official relationship which exists between him and the church. The ruling elder or deacon, though chargeable with neither heresy nor immorality, may become unacceptable in his official capacity to a majority of the church which he serves. In such a case the church may take the initiative by a majority vote at a regularly called congregational meeting,
and request the Session to dissolve the official relationship between the church and the officer without censure. The Session, after conference with the ruling elder or deacon, and after careful consideration, may use its discretion as to dissolving the official relationship. In either case the Session shall report its action to the congregation. If the Session fails or refuses to report to the congregation within sixty (60) days from the date of the congregational meeting or if the Session reports to the congregation that it declined to dissolve such relationship, then any member or members in good standing may file a complaint against the Session in accordance with the provisions of BCO 43.

24-8. When a ruling elder or deacon who has been released from his official relation is again elected to his office in the same or another church, he shall be installed after the above form with the omission of ordination.

24-9. When a ruling elder or deacon cannot or does not for a period of one year perform the duties of his office, his official relationship shall be dissolved by the Session and the action reported to the congregation.

24-10. When a deacon or ruling elder by reason of age or infirmity desires to be released from the active duties of the office, he may at his request and with the approval of the Session be designated deacon or elder emeritus. When so designated, he is no longer required to perform the regular duties of his office, but may continue to perform certain of these duties on a voluntary basis, if requested by the Session or a higher court. He may attend Diaconate or Session meetings, if he so desires, and may participate fully in the discussion of any issues, but may not vote.” [footnoteRef:26] [26:  Ibid, Chapter 24, Election, Ordination and Installation of Ruling Elders and Deacons

] 


See also: 2. "Biblical Guidelines for Mercy Ministry in the PCA" in Minutes of the Fifteenth General Assembly (General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in America, 1987), a study committee report commissioned by the 14th General Assembly of the PCA and accepted by the 15th General Assembly.
Contemporary Challenges 

Some of the challenges we face in the diaconate are general misunderstandings of the diaconate. For instance, many in the church believe the deacons role is to tend to physical needs of the church while the elders tend to the spiritual needs. While deacons are called to serve the physical needs of the church, that does not exclude them from serving the spiritual needs as well. As we noted previously, in the early church we see Phillip and Steven dealing with spiritual needs. Likewise we’ve also seen how deacons served the spiritual needs of the church throughout church history.  It is vital we understand our work as deacons is always a word and deed ministry. We are called to meet the felt need or physical needs of the poor and needy, but we are also called to meet their real need, that they would come to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ and encouragement in the faith.  Never forget, the evangelistic purpose of God in serving the needs of those around us.
Another challenge we face is the diaconate is often seen as an inferior office. Sadly, many deacons have embraced this notion as well and often see themselves only as those who count the money and stack the chairs and tables. While these are important functions of the diaconate, no where do we find this notion in scripture. The office of deacon is in no way inferior to the office of elder!  They are two distinct offices of equal importance, each requiring men of exemplary Christian character who have been tested and found to be above reproach and having sensed a clear call from God, responded by saying: “Here I am Lord, send me.”  
Along this same line, the office of deacon is often viewed as a stepping stone to the office of elder. This began to find acceptance as early as the 3rd century. Again, no where do we find this notion in scripture. The office of deacon is a perpetual office, distinctive from the office of elder, with different qualifications and needs.  While some deacons do go on to become elder, if that’s the reason one desires to become elder, he should repent or immediately withdraw from the office or process. 
Another problem is lack of interest. While many tend to seek the office of elder, there seems to be a general lack of interest among church members to seek the office of deacon. This seems to be a pattern in the PCA, as I speak to other leaders. The result is usually small diaconates with weary and frustrated deacons. Perhaps the reason is due to the misunderstandings I noted above.  More likely is the reality that the office of deacon as a minister of mercy is a call to the Jericho Road, a place well out of most of our comfort zones.  It’s hard for us to step out of comfort zones, but for those who do so seeking His glory, God is quick to honor. While the office of elder is critically important to the church, we would do very well to remember Jesus’ life and ministry was not that of an elder but diaconal from start to finish.  
Another challenge we face is dealing with the extraordinary number of people seeking help from the church. We live in unprecedented days of financial and relational breakdown. Many finding no help from the civil authorities are coming to the church. While this can tax both our financial and human resources to the limit, we must see these as providential days in which God is throwing open the door to the gospel. Our vision as well as our processes and practices must be designed to steward our resources in the most effective and efficient way possible as well as tapping into the diaconal heart of every member s we can quickly go through these doors God has so graciously opened. 
Perhaps the greatest theological challenge we face is the question of women deacons. The current policy of the PCA is to ordain only men to the office of deacon.  It is not the scope of this paper to argue this issue, as much good work has been and continues to be written and said on this subject.  What we will say is there are clearly two camps, even within our own denomination, those who favor the ordination of women deacons and those who do not. At this year’s General Assembly, Tim Keller and Ligon Duncan, two of the most influential and respected pastors in our denomination debated this issue. Both made passionate biblical arguments, characterized by humility and grace.  Their positions can be found below and I encourage all to prayerfully read both very carefully and then scrutinize them in light of scripture as the Bereans did Paul’s teaching (Acts 17:11). 
http://byfaithonline.com/page/in-the-church/the-case-for-commissioning-not-ordaining-deaconesses
http://byfaithonline.com/page/in-the-church/the-case-for-our-current-policy-on-female-deacons
The fact is, scripture is not as clear on the matter as both sides suggest. I tend to agree with Keller’s position but not dogmatically.  I don’t agree with those who suggest the ordination of women will take our denomination down the slippery slope to liberalism. Neither do I agree with those who argue the ordination of women will not undermine the headship issue. These are both serious possibilities that we must guard against.  I will agree with both sides that without question women handle to predominant work of mercy ministry in the church. In light of current church policy, the question for us is: How will we recognize, encourage, equip, hold accountable and give opportunity to their labor?  The answer must be founded on biblical teaching and characterized by humility and grace. 
New Approaches

If we are effectively and efficiently minister the diaconal heart of God to the community of faith as well as the wider community in the 21st century, we’ll need to consider some new approaches. The following ideas are broad at this stage and need to be fleshed out, but hopefully will stimulate discussion, such as:  
(1) Addressing the deacons’ spiritual need.  Often the spiritual needs of the deacons are overlooked, as they are seen as already spiritually mature. Nothing will build enthusiasm and a sense of fulfillment like personal spiritual growth and renewal and nothing will tear it down as a lack thereof. This should begin at the diaconate meeting, but no end there. Rather than brief perfunctory devotions to begin the meetings, carefully chosen passages, developed by the pastor, that focus on the diaconal character and call of Christ, followed by a brief discussion would encourage and challenge.   A time of praise and sharing that connects the deacon’s personal spiritual journey to their work could follow with some extended prayer to close. We must be intentional about caring for the deacons’ spiritual needs.
(2) Clarifying a biblically informed vision of the office. Too often deacons learn their role by watching other deacons, rather than letting scripture guide.  This fuels frustration and low morale. Only through clear biblical teaching, will deacons fully understand their biblical role. Clarifying a biblically informed vision of the office will also include gaining a biblically informed vision of the  world in which we live.  We need to be proactive in teaching the church about the role of deacon as well and encouraging a simple process by which diaconal gifts can be assessed and implemented quickly. We also need to impress upon the church the diaconal call God places on every heart that’s united to Jesus to counter misunderstanding and indifference to the mission and need.  
(3) Clearly defining the ministry vision along with its goals and assignments. Too often there is little or no diaconal vision, and if one exists it’s not always clear what it is and what’s expected. This tends to hinder a sense of urgency and personal ownership of the ministry. In implementing the vision, gifts must be appropriately discerned, trained, directed and supervised. “Workers who understand the vision, have a personal sense of urgency about it, and are talented, trained and supervised will advance the work.”[footnoteRef:27] Only with clear vision will ministry prosper.  As a diaconate we need to review the SPEP diaconal vision and assess if or how it fits into the biblical framework as well as the church’s overall vision and if need be re-craft it.   [27:  Jay Van Groningen, Changing Times New Approaches, A Handbook for Deacons, CRC Publications, Grand Rapids, MI, 1996, p.15] 

(4) Reminding the diaconate that they are loved, appreciated and respected. The work of the deacon often is a thankless job, often with nowhere to turn for encouragement and help.  As pastors and elders we need to be intentional about building relationships with the deacons to provide help and support as well as a non-judgmental listening ear.  
(5) Providing a network of accountability, feedback and support.  Most of our deacons are conditioned to operate in a work environment that holds them accountable as well as provides feedback and support. These are the networks that contribute to as well as measure success. Too often they come into leadership roles in the church and these networks are absent, leaving the deacon to fend for himself, often contributing to fatigue and low morale. .  While the church is not the world, we can gain insight and help to make us more effective, efficient and successful through a network of accountability, feedback and support.  
(6) Learning to celebrate success. 
Conclusion:

Jesus made it clear, the kingdom of God is here…right now! (Mat 12:28; 21:32, Mark 1:15; 4:11, Luke 8:1, 10, among many others).  Christians have been fully vested and empowered by the Holy Spirit to be a part of Christ’s redemptive work, bringing a little bit of the heavenly kingdom into this fallen world by displaying the diaconal heart of God to the poor and needy. We have everything we need, upheld in the unchanging promises of God to be with us as He builds his church. What hinders us is a lack of faith, creativity, understanding and commitment. The time has come to pray, be creative and recommit ourselves and allow the diaconal heart of God to reign and work in and through us as we respond to God’s call to usher in the kingdom through the doorway of mercy, compassion and grace. These have always been and always will remain the characteristic traits of the diaconal heart. The world will take notice of them!
Sola deo Gloria
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