Letters to the Front Lines #11

“What to Look for in a Server”

1 Timothy 3:8-13

In our study of 1 Timothy we spent three messages on “What to Look for in a Leader,” examining the titles, tasks, and traits of the spiritual leaders in the local church. This evening we move on in chapter three to “What to Look for in a Server.” 

I realize that may sound a bit strange. When I first began putting together this message I envisioned the title, “What to Look for in a Servant.” But then I remembered that church leaders—in fact, all followers of Christ—are called to be servants. As we will see, the particular role Paul addresses in our text are truly servers in the local fellowship. 

Paul begins in 1 Timothy 3:8, "Deacons, likewise…” Whereas church leaders go by many titles in the New Testament—elder, overseer, pastor (or shepherd)—church servers are designated by this title, “deacon.”
In many churches, deacons act more like corporation executives than ministering servants. In direct contradiction to the explicit teaching of the New Testament and the very meaning of the name deacon, which is “table server” (diakonos), deacons have been made the governing officials of the church.

While some churches wrongly elevate deacons to the position of executive board members, others mistakenly reduce deacons to building managers, glorified church janitors, or sanctified groundskeepers. This view (and a similar view that turns deacons into church financial officers) seriously demeans the office of deacon and denies the local church the necessary ministry God designed them to provide for His people.

In response to this position, we must ask ourselves why God would demand that deacons meet specific moral and spiritual qualifications and undergo public examination, like the spiritual leaders of the church, if all deacons do is wax floors or mow lawns. Anyone in the church, or even people outside the church, can do these types of jobs.

This evening I want to consider the practical quality of deacons, the personal qualities of deacons, and a peculiar question about deaconesses.

The Practical Quality of Deacons

In 1 Timothy 3:8-13, Paul transitions from discussing spiritual leaders to considering “deacons.” The noun is used twenty-nine times in the NT, twenty-one of which are found in Paul. It often has the general sense of a servant, helper or minister. It came, however, to be used also to designate a second office within the maturing church, as in Philippians 1:1, where overseers and deacons are listed, and is thus translated here “deacons.” While the overseers/elders focused their ministry upon leadership and teaching, the deacons seem to center their ministry upon serving the physical needs of the congregation, especially the disadvantaged. This is the practical quality of deacons.

So how did this position come about? The answer is found in the early days of the church as recorded in the book of Acts.

Turn to Acts 6:1-4,

In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, “It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.”
You may recognize this passage from our study of church leaders. The apostles could not be everywhere at once. Furthermore, it wouldn’t have been a wise use of their time to oversee each and every ministry of the church in person. They needed trustworthy people of godly character to carry out the details of ministry on their behalf and—this is vitally important—with the same level of integrity.

This is one of the most important texts in the New Testament for church leaders. It enunciates the fundamental priorities of prayer and the ministry of the Word. Church shepherds are so easily sidetracked. So many good things demand time and energy; there are always many people who need counsel, programs that need administering, and meetings to attend. Thus their time for prayer, Bible study, and teaching the Word of God is slighted. A pastor of a small church confessed it took him from Monday through Thursday to perform his administrative duties, which left only Friday and part of Saturday in which to prepare a message from the Word of God.
 (By the way, that was not me, in case you were wondering.)
Hence the creation of the position of “deacon.” “Deacon” is transliterated from the Greek word diakonos, which means “servant,” or “one who waits tables.” The Christians living in Jerusalem during the earliest days of the church selected this lowly term to designate a highly esteemed role within the congregation.
 While the Acts 6 passage does not employ the title “deacons” of the seven men chosen to serve the needs of widows, the related noun diakonia is used twice in verses 1 and 4, and the related verb diakoneo is used once in verse 2.
 The first deacons were appointed to be assistants to the Apostles. In a local church today deacons relieve the pastors/elders of other tasks so that they may concentrate on the ministry of the Word, prayer, and spiritual oversight.
 In this specific instance the deacons served the physical needs of widows in the congregation. The types of service will vary from church to church, situation to situation. Yet the whole idea of being a deacon carries with it a basic servant mentality. A deacon serves the needs of the congregation with sensitivity, efficiency, compassion, and skill.

The Personal Qualities of Deacons

With this in mind, let’s turn to the person qualities of deacons in 1 Timothy 3:8-10 and 12,

Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. 9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 10 They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons… 12 A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must manage his children and his household well. 

As Paul prepares to list the personal qualities of a deacon, he uses the adverb “likewise” in verse 8. It describes action being taken in a manner that is similar or undertaken in the same way. The link is clearly back to what has been said regarding overseers; the question remaining, just what exactly does it look back to? Since there is no main verb in this sentence, the likelihood is that it looks back to “must be” in verse 2.
 We will see that, while they are not identical to the spiritual leaders, the qualities are very similar.
“Worthy of respect” heads the list. While Paul lists several other qualities, I take this phrase to summarize the basic characteristics of a deacon that follows. The Greek term literally means “majestic” or “splendid.”
 A deacon should be respectable overall.
Following next is “sincere,” the positive rendering of the literal negative “not double-tongued” or “two-faced”.
 The adjective is a compound word used only here in the New Testament. It means to say the same thing twice with the intent to communicate two different things on each occasion, and to thus be hypocritical, insincere and deceitful. The negation then means that the idea could be either “not saying one thing while thinking another” or “not saying one thing to one man and a different thing to the next.” The deacon must be a man whose “yes” means “yes” and whose “no” means “no” (Matt. 5:37). He says what he means and he means what he says. His words are reliable and he stands behind them.
 

Furthermore, he does not tell tales from house to house; he is not a gossip. (We sometimes assume that gossips are always women, but this is not the case. Men can be just as guilty of gossip.) He does not say one thing to one member and something entirely opposite to another member. You can depend on what he says.
 Nothing will tear a church apart quicker than busybodies who spend their time and energy carrying tidbits of information between members of the congregation.
 

This also refers to discretion as well as being without duplicity. Quality deacons know how to keep matters in confidence.
 A lot is involved in that little word “sincere”!

Paul mentions “not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain,” both qualities were also required of spiritual leaders earlier in the chapter. These two, along with the first two listed in verse 8, seem to form a natural grouping—in their behavior, speech, use of alcohol and attitude to money, deacons are to have control of themselves.

Next, a deacon “must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience.” This is a call to deep spiritual commitment to the mission of the church. A deacon must cling to the gospel in faith and consistently live out its truth by serving. Deacons are the hands and feet of the church, more directly than the other offices.
 A deacon who does not know the Word of God and who does not live the Word of God but has a “defiled conscience,” cannot serve the church of God. Simply because someone is popular, successful in business, or generous in giving does not mean one has the qualities to serve as a deacon.
 All too often the church has inadvertently furnished examples of how to be theologically orthodox yet ethically questionable.

Verse 10 says they should first be “tested.” Deacons must be people who have been examined—not spied upon, but observed over a period of time to see how they respond to difficulties.
 I really like the way John Kitchen puts it: “Those who lead (or serve) will be tested, so test them carefully before they lead (or serve).”

Then in verse 12 we see the importance of a strong family life, similarly as an elder or pastor. A deacon must serve the people under his own roof before seeking to serve anyone outside the home.
 To be a deacon requires having skills that are tried and tested in the most practical of situations, the home.

The Peculiar Question of Deaconesses

Finally this evening we turn to the peculiar question of deaconesses in verse 11: “In the same way, their wives [or deaconesses] are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.” The niv provides two renderings for the subject of this verse, but unfortunately neither is very helpful. As much as I love the niv, this is one place where I feel the translators didn’t get it right.

Literally the Greek states, “Women likewise…”
 The Greek noun gunē can be rendered either “wife” or “woman,” depending upon the context. Paul used this term in chapter 2 and earlier in chapter 3. Three possible interpretations present themselves:

The first possibility: The verse describes the wives of deacons, or perhaps wives of all church officials (overseers and deacons). Some reliable expositors make a good case for this interpretation. Paul could have intended to address wives of men in leadership because they serve alongside their husbands in a supportive role.

The second possibility: The verse refers to women in general. Paul interjects instructions for the women of the church and how they should behave, regardless of their position or the lack thereof.

The third possibility: The verse addresses women who serve as deacons. Some have called this office “deaconess.”
 

Regarding the first possibility, these women are not specifically called “deacons”; the reference to them is sandwiched between two references to deacons, which would make an allusion to their wives quite natural; and the omission of a reference to the women’s married faithfulness, corresponding to verses 2 and 12, would be explained if these women were the deacons’ wives.

I’m not convinced, however, for two reasons. First, I find the absence of any possessive pronoun too difficult to ignore. The verse begins, “Women…,” not “Their women (meaning wives)…” The apostle takes such great care to identify his subject in other places that omitting it here makes little sense.

Second, the phrasing of verse 11 parallels verse 8 almost exactly, which would tend to link Paul’s instruction to “women” with that of “deacons” specifically, not to leaders (overseers and deacons) generally. This would mean that Paul addressed the wives of deacons and ignored the wives of overseers completely.
 So I don’t believe Paul is addressing the wives of deacons in this verse.

Regarding the second possibility, I’m even less convinced by this option than the first. Paul already addressed women in general in 1 Timothy 2:9–15, so sandwiching an additional comment between two instructions to deacons would be confusing. Paul has been known to interrupt himself, but never like this.
 This is a section dealing wholly with Church officials.
 A general statement regarding all women does not fit the context.
Regarding the third possibility, this makes the best sense of the parallel between verses 8 and 11, both of which list qualities of those who serve.
 The “likewise” of verse 11, like that of verse 8, leads to a new category; it would be strange for deacons’ wives to be mentioned when elders’ wives are not.
 Furthermore there is no definite article or possessive before ‘women’ which there would have to be if it meant ‘their wives.”
 

Some might object on the grounds that Paul doesn’t use the term “deaconess” here, but in Romans 16:1 Phoebe is called a deaconess, using the Greek diakonos. In Philippians 4:3, Paul commends two women, Euodia and Syntyche, for helping in the cause of the gospel.
 In this case Paul probably had in mind some level of recognized female servants within the local church—perhaps a prototype of what in due time would become the full-blown office of deaconess.

Concerning these women, Paul writes that they must be “worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.” The first quality could be rendered “dignified,” is the same requirement was just placed on deacons above, though the feminine form of the word is used here.

A second quality is to be “not malicious gossips,” similar to “not double-tongued” for deacons in verse 8. In the only other use of the expression, Paul called on Titus to require this of all older women on Crete in Titus 2:3. The word translated “malicious gossips” is more literally “devils.” The masculine singular form of the word is always used of the devil himself. The word means “slanderer.” 

The third quality is “temperate.” The word is used elsewhere in the New Testament only to describe the qualifications for overseers and older men on Crete in Titus 2:2. It possibly retains here more of its original sense since it might be seen as standing in parallel with the qualification for deacons which requires him to be not “addicted to much wine” in verse 8.

The fourth and final qualification is that these women be “trustworthy in everything.” The adjective means faithful or reliable.

Looking back, it is clear that the qualifications for the leaders and the servers are very similar. There is a core of Christian qualities, which all Christian leaders should exhibit. Putting the two lists together, we note that there are five main areas to be investigated. Personally the server must be self-controlled and mature, including the areas of drink, money, temper and tongue; in regard to family, both faithful to one’s spouse and able to discipline their children; in regard to relationships, hospitable and gentle; in regard to outsiders, highly esteemed; and in regard to the faith, strong in one’s hold on its truth and able to communicate it.

Paul concludes this passage in verse 13, “Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.” This does not mean promotion to a higher office (hardly an appropriate motive for loving service as a deacon) but to the esteem and influence within the congregation that naturally results from a job well done.
 The apostasy of some elders and deacons in Ephesus almost certainly lowered opinions about leaders and leadership in the church and in the minds of outsiders. So confidence in the office and in the people filling that office needed to be restored. They will also grow closer to Christ in faith and assurance.

Jesus turned the idea of servanthood upside down by becoming the servant of all. In Mark 10:43-45 He said, “Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant [diakonos], and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve [diakoneo], and to give his life as a ransom for many.” In the Christian world, no title bears greater honor or more dignity than that of “servant.” What a marvelous compliment to be called “deacon,” a faithful, caring, and diligent table-server.
 Yet it is not necessary to hold an office to have a ministry or exercise a gift.
 Anyone can—and should—be a server in the church.
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