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“Worthy Servants Part 2: Deacons” 
(1 Timothy 3:8-13) 

 
Introduction 
 
 People strive for greatness in many different ways.  Some seek to achieve greatness through 
education by earning advanced degrees in their field.  Others pursue greatness in the business world, 
rising from one level to the next until they “arrive” at the top.  Every fall, millions of Americans watch 
and worship as twenty-year olds seek greatness by throwing and catching a leather football.  Many a 
midlife crisis is brought on when a man realizes that he is getting older and has failed to achieve the 
greatness he thought he was destined for. 
 This desire for greatness is found among Christians as well.  Christian mothers who stay at 
home with their children have to wrestle with the feeling that there just must be more to life than 
wiping noses and changing diapers and nurturing their children.  Christian fathers, who long to achieve 
greatness at work, have to wrestle with how to balance the demands of their bosses and God’s priority 
of family.  Pastors are affected as well.  Pastors and seminary students go to conference after 
conference to discover the “secret” of achieving greatness in ministry.  An entire celebrity culture has 
grown up around certain pastors and Christian speakers whom God has blessed with unusual 
fruitfulness in ministry. Very few people, it seems, are content with the level of greatness they have 
achieved. 
 This has always been the case.  Even the disciples of Jesus, who witnessed miracle after miracle 
of our Lord, repeatedly bickered about who was the greatest among them.  They constantly sought to 
be first.  In Mark 10, we see one particularly striking picture of this.  In Mark 10:33-34, the Lord Jesus 
reveals to His disciples that He is about to be killed in Jerusalem: 
 
Mark 10:33-34- “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the 
chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles. 34 
And they will mock him and spit on him, and flog him and kill him. And after three days he will rise.”       
 
 But the disciples completely missed this.  They believed Jesus was going to Jerusalem to set up 
His earthly Kingdom and they expected to reign in glory with Him.  So, James and John approached Jesus 
and made a request: 
 
Mark 10:37- “And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your 
glory.”  
 
 James and John were seeking greatness and they thought they could use Jesus to achieve it.  
But they did not yet realize that God views greatness very differently than we tend to.  To God, 
greatness looks like humble service.  Jesus was going to Jerusalem to offer the single greatest act of 
service in the history of the world.  He was going to redeem His people from their sins by dying in their 
place on the cross!   
 
Background 
 

Because we are a new church plant, we have been studying the book of 1 Timothy together in 
order to learn how God would have us live life together in the local church (cf. 1 Tim 3:14-15).  We want 
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Christ Fellowship to be a family of faith who lives out the commands of God in gospel community.  
Last week, we began to look at the two offices God has established in the church: elders (pastors) and 
deacons.  We saw that elders are men who serve the church by leading. This morning we will look at 
the 1 Timothy 3:8-13, and learn what God has to say about deacons.  While elders serve the church by 
leading, deacons lead the church by serving.   

 
MIM: By their likeness to Christ, deacons teach us about true greatness.   
 
Background on Deacons (Acts 6) 
 
 In Acts 6, we are introduced to deacons for the first time in the Bible.  The Church was rapidly 
growing under the powerful preaching of Peter and the other apostles.  Thousands had come to faith in 
Christ and there was growing need to minister effectively to these new believers, especially to the poor.  
When complaints began to circulate that certain widows were being neglected, the Apostles took action.  
Luke records what happened: 
 
Acts 6:1-4- “Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint by the 
Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily 
distribution. 2 And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we 
should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables (διακονεῖν; diaconein—literally “to deacon”). 
3 Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of 
wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry 
of the word.” 
 

Seven men were appointed to manage the administration of the Church’s material resources that 
the apostles would be freed up to devote themselves to prayer and the ministry of the word.  While the 
passage nowhere explicitly gives these seven men the title of deacon, it is clear that they served like 
deacons in the Church.  From the task given to these men we learn that fundamentally, “deacons serve.  
They take care of people’s material needs in a spiritual way.”1  As time went by, the office of deacon 
was established in local churches around the world so that by the early 60’s AD, Paul addressed his 
letter to the Philippians to “the elders and deacons” (NLT).  It was likely just a few years later that Paul 
penned 1 Timothy and instructed the Ephesians about the office of deacon.   
 

I. Deacons possess character and competency (v.8-10, 12) 
 
1 Timothy 3:8-10, 12- “Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to much 
wine, not greedy for dishonest gain. 9 They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. 10 
And let them also be tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless…Let 
deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing their children and their own households well.” 
 

a. First, deacons must be respectable (v.8)—This is really the point in verse 8.  We saw last 
we that elders were meant to manage their households well “with all dignity keeping 
their children submissive” (3:4).  The idea was that elders were to raise their children in 
a respectable way.  So, deacons are to be “dignified,” or respectable people.   

                                                           
1
 Philip Ryken, 1 Timothy in Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007), 123. 
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i. Paul then clarifies this by giving three examples of people who are not 
respectable.   
 

1. “not double-tongued”-a double-tongued man was a man who says one 
thing to one person but then says something different to another.  He is 
the kind of man who makes a promise, but then changes his word later 
on.  The idea is an insincere person whose word could not be trusted.  A 
deacon must be sincere and trustworthy.   
 

2. “not addicted to much wine”-As with elders, deacons are not to be 
controlled by any substance, but instead filled with the Holy Spirit (Eph. 
5:18).  A man controlled by alcohol is not respectable and cannot serve 
as a deacon. 

 
Application: There is plenty of disagreement about whether or not a Christian should drink alcohol.  I 
made clear last week that the Bible does not prohibit drinking, but does prohibit absolutely getting 
drunk.  If you choose to drink, let me offer you this challenge.  Strive to exercise such control in your 
drinking that no one would ever have to question whether or not you have had one too many.  This 
will help you maintain respectability in the church.  
 

3. “not greedy for dishonest gain”-It is crucial that a deacon not be a 
greedy man because the chief function of a deacon is to use the 
material resources of the church in order to minister to the body.  A 
deacon cannot be like Judas, who was a thief.  Paul also made it clear 
that greed characterized the false teachers in Ephesus (1 Tim. 6:3-5).  
Greedy men are not respectable. 

 
b. Second, deacons must not be hypocritical (v.9)—In verse 9, Paul says “they must hold 

to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.”  In New Testament usage, a 
“mystery” is a truth that was hidden in the Old Testament, but has now been revealed 
in the coming of Christ in the New Testament.  Paul uses this word “mystery” 
frequently in his writings.  In Ephesians alone, he speaks of the “the mystery of (God’s) 
will” (Eph. 1:9), “mystery of Christ” (Eph. 3:4), and “the mystery of the Gospel” (Eph. 
6:19).  The “mystery of the faith” is the teaching of the New Testament on the person 
and work of Jesus Christ.  To put it simply, the “mystery of the faith” is the Gospel.2  
Paul says a deacon must hold to the Gospel with “a clear conscience.”  A deacon must 
have a clear conscience. He cannot profess to follow Jesus, but live a sinful life.  He 
cannot be a hypocrite.  What he proclaims with his mouth must be lived out in his life.  
He claims to follow Jesus and so he must live like Jesus.  Paul wanted the deacons to 
serve as an example of authentic Christianity.  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2
 Philip Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 2006), 264. 
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The Gospel 
 
 If you are here this morning, and you are not a follower of Jesus, I want you to consider that 
what Paul is calling deacons to here is the normal Christian life.  This is authentic Christianity.  A 
Christian is not someone who merely believes that Jesus is God.  Satan believes Jesus is God.  A Christian 
is someone who has believed (trust in; rested in) the Good News about Jesus Christ and as a result, 
wants to live like Jesus.  The Gospel teaches us that God created all things.  He created Adam and Eve, 
the first man and woman, and made them good.  They were created to worship and serve God.  But 
Adam and Eve rebelled against God. They sinned against Him and rejected His good rule. As a result, we 
were all born sinners.  The Bible teaches that every person was born sinful and in rebellion to God.  We 
sin—we rebel against God—because that is who we are.  We are sinners.  Left to ourselves there would 
have been no way to have peace with God.  We can’t be good enough to stand before a Holy God.  But 
God so loved the world that He sent Jesus to live a perfect life, keeping the Law of God perfectly.  Jesus 
then died on the cross bearing the penalty of all those who would turn from their sins and trust in Him.  
The Bible now commands all people—it commands you—to turn from your sin and trust in God.  If you 
cry out to God for mercy and rest completely in what Jesus did on the cross, you will be forgiven for all 
your sins and have peace with God.  You can have that this morning.  But there is even better news!  The 
grace that saves you will be the grace that helps you grow to become more and more like Jesus.  You will 
be more and more what you were created to be—truly human.  If you haven’t trusted in God, I pray you 
will do so this morning.  You can do so right now! 
  

c. Third, deacons must be tested (v.10)-Because the moral qualification of deacons is so 
important, in verse 10, Paul says that they must undergo a period of testing to 
determine if they are qualified for the work.  It is as a person serves in the church, living 
in close contact with others and under the watchful eyes of the elders and the 
congregation that his or her true character will be known. 

 
Application: As we seek to plant a healthy, New Testament church, it seems wise that in looking for 
deacons, we would be watching those who are serving well in the church even though they do not have 
the title of deacon.  Elders, in particular, but the entire congregation as well, has the responsibility to be 
testing the faithfulness of those who serve in the church to determine whether they might be qualified 
to serve as a deacon.  A person who serves well without a title will serve well with a title.  Let me ask 
you: if you want to be a part of Christ Fellowship, how can you serve the body?  Are you already 
scheming ways to be minister to the needs of others in the church?  I hope so! 

 
d. Fourth, deacons must be competent (v.12)—We will come back to verse 11 in a minute, 

but notice in verse 12 that deacons must not only be morally qualified, but also 
competent.  This is another area where deacons must be tested (3:10).  Here, Paul 
indicates that the way a deacon manages his home can either qualify or disqualify him 
from service.  In 1 Timothy 3:5, Paul stated that a man who cannot manage his 
household well is not qualified to be an elder with the responsibility of caring for Christ’s 
church.  The same thing goes for deacons.   

 
So, in this passage, Paul teaches that deacons must possess both high moral character and 
competency for the work. 
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II. Deacons can be male or female (v.11) 
 
1 Timothy 3:11- “Their wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all 
things.” 
 

a. This will, without a doubt, be the most controversial statement I make this morning:  
While the New Testament clearly limits the office of elder to men ONLY, the New 
Testament teaches that both men and women can serve as deacons in the church.  
Now, before you pick up rocks to stone me, I want you to hear me out!  The ESV, my 
translation, is NOT helpful here. It translates the Greek as “their wives,” as if Paul 
saying that a deacon’s wife must also meet certain requirements.  This is unlikely. The 
NASB gives a more literal translation of this verse: 

 
1 Timothy 3:11 (NASB)-“Women must likewise be dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful 
in all things.” 
 

b. Let me give you five reasons3 why I believe Paul is teaching that a woman can serve a 
deacon (deaconess).   
 

i. In this verse, Paul says “Women must likewise”—Paul uses the word “likewise” 
four times in 1 Timothy.  In three of those four places (2:9, 3:8, 3:11), Paul uses 
the word to shift between groups of people.  It is very likely that, just as Paul 
moved from discussing elders to deacons in 1 Timothy 3:8, so he moves from 
discussing deacons to deaconesses in 1 Timothy 3:11.   
 

ii. Paul does not use any words, possessive pronouns, or articles here to indicate 
that he is referring to the wives of deacons.  While it is certainly true that a 
deacon’s wife should be mature as she may have to help her husband care for 
the needs particularly of women in the church, Paul could have clearly 
indicated that he was referring to deacons’ wives here, and not just women in 
general, but chose not to.4 

 
iii. Many have noted that Paul nowhere gives qualifications for the wives of 

elders.  While an elder’s wife must clearly respect her husband (3:4-5), Paul 
nowhere lists moral qualifications for an elder’s wife to fulfill.  It seems odd that 
Paul would give qualifications for deacons’ wives, but not for elders’ wives 
when elders are entrusted with the ultimate leadership of the church.   

 
iv. Women are given the title of deacon in Scripture. 

 
Romans 16:1- “I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant (διάκονον) of the church at Cenchreae.” 
 

v. The office of deacon does not imply spiritual authority over men.  One of the 
reasons why many struggle with the idea of women deacons is because the 

                                                           
3
 MacArthur gives the first four of these in his commentary.  See the discussion in MacArthur, 1 Timothy in 

The MacArthur New Testament Commentary Series (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 130. 
4
 For instance, he does just this in Ephesians 5:28, (τὰς ἑαυτῶν γυναῖκας; their own wives) 
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church in America has often called men deacons, but then had then serve 
almost like elders on the deacon board, leading the church.  But biblically, the 
role of the deacon is not to lead but to serve.  Deacons are responsible to 
minister to the physical needs of others.  Elders are given spiritual authority in 
the church. When we say that “deacons lead the church by serving,” we do not 
mean that they are actually given leadership over the church.  Rather, by their 
godly example of service, they lead others into similar acts of service.  In the 
same way, a deaconess does not have spiritual authority over men in the 
church.  Her delight is to be a servant of the church.    

 

Illustration: The word “deaconess” is never used in the NT because the word had not been invented yet.  
But the word did come into existence soon after the Apostles passed from the scene.  In Egypt, in the 2nd 
century, one of the ministries of deaconess was to nurse back to life infants who had been abandoned 
by their non-Christian parents.5  These children were then adopted by Christians and raised in the 
church.  This is a beautiful picture of women meeting physical needs to advance the cause of Christ.   
 
So what kind of women are deaconesses to be (v.11)?  
 
 Like elders and deacons, deaconesses must be “dignified” or respectable.  They must not be 
“slanders,” lying about others.  This would be important because through their ministry, deaconesses 
would become familiar with the home life of many in the church.  If they were given to sinning with their 
tongues, they could cause all kinds of damage.  Instead, they were to be “sober-minded.” The idea here 
is of self-control in terms of drinking (cf. Titus 2:3).  “Faithful in all things” is the idea. A deaconess must 
be a faithful, godly woman.   
 
So, whether male or female, deacons are called to serve the Lord faithfully as they minister to the 
physical needs of the church.      
 

III. Deacons who serve well are truly great (v.13a)  
 
1 Timothy 3:13-“For those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves.” 
 

a. Here Paul explains the first of two motivations given in this passage to serve as a 
deacon.  Those who serve well as deacons “gain a good standing for themselves.”  The 
word “good standing” has the idea of being put on a pedestal or being “a step above” 
the rest.6  In God’s eyes, those who serve well as deacons are truly great.  While the 
world views greatness in terms of what we can accomplish or acquire for ourselves, 
God views greatness in terms of service done for the good of others.  This makes sense 
because Jesus is the greatest Person who has ever lived and He considered himself to be 
a servant.  Remember how we began this sermon? We discussed James and John’s 
request of Jesus in Mark 10.  They wanted to be great in an earthly kingdom.  They 
wanted to rule at Jesus’s right and left hand.  But God does not view greatness in terms 
of ruling over others.  After telling James and John that those who are to sit on his right 
and left in the kingdom would be determined by the Father, Jesus says: 

                                                           
5
 Ryken, 1 Timothy, 132. 

 
6
 MacAthur, 1 Timothy, 131. 
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Mark 10:42-45- “And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are 
considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 43 
But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant 
(διάκονος; deacon), 44 and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son 
of Man came not to be served (διακονηθῆναι; lit. to “be deaconed”) but to serve (διακονῆσαι, lit. “to 
deacon”), and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  
 

Now we see why deacons are so valuable to God.  In a unique way, they picture the 
ministry of Jesus by their service. Jesus came not to “be deaconed,” but to “deacon.”  
And His ministry is the most important ever.  His ministry was to give his life as a 
ransom for many! 

 
Application: So, again, we are confronted with the Gospel!  Deacons by their self-sacrificial ministry 
remind us of the self-sacrificial ministry of Christ, who literally poured his life out to ransom His people 
from their sins!  I hope this realization that Jesus calls his own ministry a diaconal ministry raises your 
appreciation for the blessing God has given to the Church in deacons.  I hope you are seeing that it is a 
good thing to be a deacon in the church.  At the same time, if you aspire to serve as a deacon in Christ 
Fellowship, understand that in a unique way your ministry among us will be to serve so well and pour 
yourself out so fully for the good of others that you remind us of what Christ is like.  In whatever area 
you serve the church, let Christ’s example fuel your service!  Such service is great in God’s eyes! 
 
Application: At the same time, I hope you see here a spiritual principle.  Service is the pathway to 
greatness in the church.  Have you ever noticed that Mark 10, Jesus never reprimands James and John 
for wanting to be great?  Instead, he redirects their understanding of what true greatness is:   
 
“You want to be great?” Jesus is saying.  “Well, here’s what has to happen.  What’s required is that you 
become a servant to others; it means nothing less than becoming the slave of everyone.” 
 
          -C.J. Mahaney7 
 
If this is true, then the way to prepare for greater service in the church is to serve faithfully in “lesser” 
(less noticed, less up-front) ways in the church.  Many who have served well in visible ways in the 
church, first served faithfully and joyfully behind the scenes. 
 
Illustration: This week I had the chance to spend some time with Cedric Williams.  Cedric served as an 
elder at the Bible Church of Little Rock, but before he was called to serve as an elder, he served behind 
the scenes for years doing sound for the church, teaching Sunday school, and discipling men one-on-
one.  God used that “lesser” service to prepare Cedric to be the kind of man that could serve Him 
faithfully as an elder.  Cedric’s example is a good model for us.   
 

IV. Deacons who serve well are rewarded (v.13b) 
 
1 Timothy 3:13b- “and also great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.” 

 
a. Finally, Paul lists a second motivation to serve well as a deacon.  Those who serve well 

as deacons have the privilege of teaching others what Jesus is like, but they also receive 

                                                           
7
 C.J. Mahaney, Humility: True Greatness (Sisters: Multnomah Publishers, Inc, 2005),43. 
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spiritual blessing for their service.  They receive “great assurance in their faith in Christ 
Jesus” (NIV).  Those who serve well as deacons grow in their faith in Jesus Christ.  They 
have a greater confidence in they are truly saved and that Jesus is their Savior!  
Assurance of salvation is essential to effectiveness for ministry.  Satan’s great aim in 
temptation is to get you trapped in sin so that he can cause you to doubt whether or 
not you are a Christian.  If he can do that, then you will be too worried about yourself to 
be of any good to others.  But on the other hand, Paul indicates here that the way to 
grow in your “confidence” or assurance of salvation is by serving! 

 
Application: If you have struggled with whether or not you are truly a Christian, the last thing you want 
to do is become introspective, endlessly questioning your heart.  Your heart is a black pit. It has no 
answers for you.  You will just fall further and further into confusion and despair.  19th century pastor 
and author Andrew Murray wrote, “Being occupied with self, even amid the deepest self-abhorrence, 
can never free us from self.”8  Instead, Paul here teaches us that the way to gain assurance is to serve 
others well.  Focus on glorifying God by serving others well, and you will find that assurance, which is a 
gift of God’s grace, will be granted to you!   
 
“For those who sometimes doubt their salvation, this is an important lesson to learn. Assurance of faith 
does not come through introspection, but through service. Those who labor for the Lord most actively 
love him most confidently.”9 
 
          -Philip Ryken 
 
 Conclusion 
 
 If you have watched the movie “Chariots of Fire” then you know that in 1924, Eric Liddell, a 
committed Christian refused to run the 100 meter race in the Olympics, even though it was his best 
race, because it was being held on a Sunday.  Instead, he took gold in the 400 meter, a race that was not 
traditionally his best.  But what many people do not know is that after the Olympics Liddell served 
faithfully as a missionary in China.  When World War II broke out Eric was imprisoned by the Japanese.  
While imprisoned Eric became known for something other than running: selfless service.   
 
“If a group of boys wanted to play cricket, Uncle Eric was ready. When the grownup needed a fourth for 
bridge in the evening, he joined in with gusto. He spent hours helping the Smith’s daughter—Jean, 
twelve, and Frances, eleven—arrange Chinese stamps in their albums. He answered their endless 
questions about various dates and issues, and he seemed to have more fun than anyone.”10 
 
And after his untimely death… 
 
“A prostitute from Tientsin told a neighbor how Eric had put up a shelf on the wall of the room where 
she lived alone. ‘He was the first man to do something for me without asking for a favor in return.’”11  

                                                           
8
 Andrew Murray, Humility (New Kensington: Whitaker House, 1982 reprint), 80. 

 
9
 Philip Ryken, 1 Timothy, 135. 
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 David McCasland, Eric Liddell: Pure Gold (Grand Rapids: Discovery House Publishers, 2001), 240. 
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The world certainly recognized Liddell’s greatness in running, but would it pay attention to his love for 
children and humble service to a prostitute?  No.  But the humble service the world misses catches the 
gaze of almighty God! 
 
In the same way, by their likeness to Christ, deacons teach us about true greatness.  A church that is 
filled with humble deacons and deaconesses experiences the blessing of God. 
 
Acts 6:5-7- “And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith 

and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a 

proselyte of Antioch. 6 These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them. 

7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in 

Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.” 

Let’s pray… 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
11

 Ibid., 285. 


