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Introduction 

A. Our “camping trip” to Glacier National Park – we didn’t expect a thunderstorm! 

B. When I began this study on “directing the deacons,” I was pleasantly surprised. 

C. Before for we get to the classic text in Acts 6 I’d like to set the stage by looking at 
deacons and “deaconing” from the vantage point of the rest of the New Testament. 

1. Then we will turn to the account of the care of the widows in Acts 6. 

2. I believe that effective deaconing is one key factor in effective eldering, and to a spiritually 
healthy church. 

I. Greek Terms for “Deacon” 

A. You would normally begin a study of deacons by looking up “deacon” in a concordance. 

B. If you did, you would find only five instances of the word “deacons,” and these in only 
two New Testament texts:  Philippians 1:1 and 1 Timothy 3:8–13. 

C. There are three forms of one Greek root word, diakonos.  Translated they would refer to 
the person, the result of that service, and the verb form which depicts the act of serving: 

1. Diakonos (Διάκονος) 

a) Meaning: a servant, minister 

b) Usage: deacons (3), minister (7), servant (10), servants (9).  [29 times] 

2. Diakoneo (Διακονέω, verb) 

a) Meaning: to serve, minister 

b) Usage: administered (1), administration (1), cared(1), contributing...support (1), 
do...the serving (1), employ...in serving (1), minister (3), ministered (2), ministering 
(3), servant (1), serve (4), serve as deacons (1), served (2), served as deacons (1), 
serves (5), services...rendered (1), serving (4), take care (1), wait (1), waited (3).    
[38 times] 

3. Diakonia (Διακονία) 

a) Meaning: service, ministry 

b) Usage: ministries (1), ministry (19), mission (1), preparations (1), relief (1), serve 
(1), service (7), serving (2), support (1).  [34 times] 

D. These three terms occur 101 times, and yet the English word “deacons” is found only 5 
times, in two passages.   
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II. Deacons in New Testament Passages 

A. We all know there are two major passages that set forth the qualifications for elders:  1 
Timothy 3 and Titus 1. 

1. 1 Timothy was written to Timothy, regarding his ministry to the church at Ephesus (1 Tim. 
1:3).  This church had existed for some time, and was no doubt one of the best taught. 

a) Paul didn’t say to Timothy that he is to appoint elders or deacons.  

b) Instead, he gives Timothy the qualifications for elders and deacons. In my opinion, it 
is because some of the men functioning in that capacity were not qualified and 
needed to be removed.  

2. In Paul’s letter to Titus, Paul instructed him to appoint elders in the new churches that had 
just been established in Crete.  But he did not mention deacons. 

3. One more observation from these two texts:  the qualifications for deacons are very 
rigorous and strikingly similar to those for an elder. 

B. Turn with me now to Acts 14:23. 

“When they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they 
commended them to the lord in whom they had believed.” (Acts 14:23 NASB)  

1. Paul and Barnabas are on the first missionary journey.  Having preached the gospel in 
Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra, they returned the way they came and appointed elders in 
these newly founded churches. 

2. But they did not appoint deacons—only elders! 

C. The dilemma 

1. There are very few references to deacons in the New Testament, and these only in 1 
Timothy and Philippians. 

2. Though Paul sets forth the qualifications for elders in both 1 Timothy and Titus, he only 
deals with the qualifications for deacons in 1 Timothy, and not in Titus. 

3. Finally, when Paul and Barnabas return to the churches they have founded, they appoint 
elders, but not deacons. 

4. One final observation regarding deacons: While a very clear statement is given on the 
qualifications of deacons (1 Timothy 3:8ff.), we do not find a job description.  It is quite 
easy to do so for elders, but not for deacons. Why are deacons not given a job description? 

5. What is it about this office of deacon that we need to know? Why do we have these vague 
instructions?  

6. Most people go to Acts 6 to find these instructions. We will look at this passage, but I 
believe it is instructive in a very different way than most people think. 
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Introduction 

D. When I was in college, I had a fascinating economics professor.  

1. He had served in World War II, and he was stationed on a small island with 200 other men.  

2. 800 Japanese troops took over the island, and my professor and the other men were taken 
as prisoners of war.  

3. While he was a POW in Japan, he took responsibility for the distribution of the food to the 
POWs.  He had to be very exact and make sure that all the men got enough food. 

E. My point is, people get very touchy about their food in different situations of distress! 
That is the issue that threatens the unity of the church in Acts 6:1–7, feeding the widows 
in the early church. 

III. The Problem 

A. The Background 

42They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles' teaching and to fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and to prayer. 43Everyone kept feeling a sense of awe; and many wonders and 
signs were taking place through the apostles. 44And all those who had believed were together and 
had all things in common; 45and they began selling their property and possessions and were 
sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. 46 Day by day continuing with one mind in the 
temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with 
gladness and sincerity of heart, 47 praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord 
was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42–47 NASB)  

1. There were many believers, and in the new church, there was joy, unity, worship, and 
growth. 

2. The people were also characterized by generosity. It appears that the saints shared 
individually with each other (Acts 2:44–45). 

3. As any church grows, there is more administration required for the charitable giving. So 
later, we find the apostles administering and distributing charity (Acts 4:34–35; see Gal. 
2:10, James 1:27).  

4. Although it is beyond the scope of our study, in Acts 11:30, we see the elders are now the 
ones who receive the charitable giving from the church. 

B. Things quickly get busy for the apostles. 

1. The apostles were heavily engaged in teaching (Acts 2:42) and in evangelism (including 
the working of miracles – Acts 2:43, Acts 3).   

2. They were also under attack and being persecuted by the unbelieving Jewish leaders (Acts 
4–5).   
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3. Then, too, there was the discipline of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1–11). 

4. Soon, there would be travel as well (see Peter and John in Acts 8:14ff.). 

C. One can easily see that the apostles would not have been physically present when the 
widows were being fed in Acts 6. 

1. One can imagine that the actual feeding program was run by the native Hebrews, who 
were residents of Jerusalem.  

2. The Hellenistic widows may not have been such long-time residents, or were merely 
sojourners. It seemed as though they got the short-end of the distribution of food. 

3. As a result, the Hellenistic Jews and the native Hebrews began to be at odds – not so much 
the widows themselves, but the two ethnic groups as a whole. 

4. There were accusations of favoritism and a growing animosity. Soon, it was no longer an 
issue of inequality, but a problem of disunity. 

D. It is not a surprise that the apostles were not there to oversee the distribution. 

1. Often, in a church there is the expectation or even demand that the elders ought to be 
everywhere that ministry is going on. 

2. The apostles are not directly accused, but they “own” the problem.  (The unity of the 
church, not to mention the care of widows, was a very important matter.) 

IV. The Solution 

A. The apostles determined they could solve this problem by delegation, not direct 
involvement.  

1. They determined this because they had priorities. 

2. They were not overcome by a “tyranny of the urgent.” They saw through the problem, but 
they didn’t decide to deal with it with their own hands.  

B. Establishing the Seven Deacons 

1. The apostles gather the whole congregation. 

2. They declare their priorities: prayer and the ministry of the Word. They explain why they 
wouldn’t directly seek to oversee the problem. 

3. They establish a leadership group to oversee the administration of the feeding. 

4. They set the number of men needed: seven. 

5. They set forth the qualifications (which are substantial). 

6. They allow the congregation to choose the men, based on these standards. 

7. They publicly commission these men, laying their hands on them. 

a) It is important to note that these men weren’t commissioned to specifically wait 
tables themselves.  

b) They were commissioned to oversee that ministry. 
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V. Observations 

A. The apostles rightly perceive the significance and urgency of the problem. 

B. The apostles see this as part of their responsibility: 

1. They assume responsibility. 

2. They designate leadership and publicly bestow authority. 

3. They lay hands on the seven (identifying with them—in effect, the seven are acting with 
the apostles’ authority and in their place). 

4. Here’s the surprise: they leave the seven to do their job without trying to micromanage 
them.  

C. Our problem is that we are looking for a text that describes the relationship of the 
elders to the deacons, and yet neither elders nor deacons are named herein this text. 

D. How then does this apply to elders and to deacons? 
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VI. Applying Acts 6 to Elders and Deacons 

A. When you can’t apply something in general, you might be able to apply something in 
principle. 

1. For example, look at this verse. 

9 For it is written in the law of Moses, "YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING." God 
is not concerned about oxen, is he? (1 Cor. 9:9 NASB) 

Look what Paul has done with the teaching in Deuteronomy 25:4.  He has taken a text that 
deals with oxen and he deduces from it a much more general principle:  the worker is 
worthy of his wages (see also 1 Timothy 5:17–18).  In 1 Corinthians 9, Paul makes it very 
clear that this instruction in Deuteronomy was to be understood more broadly—in 
principle—and not just in its most restrictive sense.  To paraphrase Paul, “God is not only 
concerned about oxen, is he?” (1 Cor. 9:9b). 

2. Other Principles from the Old Testament 

You are not to boil a young goat in the milk of its mother. (Ex. 23:19b) 

When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, so that you will not 
bring bloodguilt on your house if anyone falls from it. (Deut. 22:8) 

B. That is exactly what we shall do with Acts 6:1–6. We will derive the principles involved, 
and then apply them to the relationship of elders and deacons. 

1. Technically speaking, I don’t believe that these seven men are deacons. They are not called 
deacons here. 

2. This text does not need to be focused only on elders and deacons to be instructive.  We can 
learn from it in principle. This passage is more generally instructive regarding leadership 
in the church. 

C. Leadership principles from Acts 6 

1. The apostles rightly perceived the magnitude of the problem and its implications: disunity. 

2. They realized how important it was to deal with this problem promptly and decisively— 
unity was at stake. 

3. But they were not sidetracked by the urgent because the apostles knew their priorities as 
apostles: prayer and proclamation (“ministry”) of the Word. 

4. They understood that leadership doesn’t always mean doing it yourself, but getting it 
done.  Good leadership enlists the involvement of others who are qualified for the job. 

5. And so the apostles led by delegation, rather than by direct involvement (even though this 
was probably expected of them). 
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VII. Delegation 

A. Before we can delegate, we need to know what our priorities are. 

1. Elders should know and review their priorities as elders, and strive to put this ministry 
first. 

2. Elders should delegate other areas of their overall responsibility when focusing on these 
directly will result in the neglect of their priorities. 

B. The priority of the gospel 

1. The principle of the priority of the gospel over social/physical ministry is something that 
applies to churches and institutions.   

2. Too many individuals and ministries get so involved in the physical and social aspects of 
ministry that the proclamation of the gospel takes a secondary place, and sometimes it is 
set aside altogether.   

3. We should not forget our Lord’s words in the context of Mark 1:35–39. 

C. Delegate on the basis of priority, not preference. 

1. Beware of delegating on the basis of personal preference and inclination.   

2. One of the most common complaints of those who are in a subordinate position is that the 
one(s) in authority over them keeps the enjoyable work and passes off the dirty (or 
insignificant) work. [They become pencil sharpeners.] 

D. When you delegate, clearly define the job. Set forth the qualifications for the leaders, 
and give the authority necessary. 

E. Don’t micromanage the deacons. 

1. When you delegate, the goal is to give you more time to focus on your priorities. 

2. Micromanagement means that an elder is really doing deacon work rather than elder 
work. 

F. Delegation is difficult for those who feel the need to be in control. Delegation is the 
opposite of guarding your turf. 

G. Delegation is one of the early manifestations of passing the torch.   

1. In my experience, this is one of the greatest problems for elders.   

2. If you don’t believe that anyone is qualified to handle a portion of your responsibilities, 
how will you ever come to accept the fact that someone else will someday need to assume 
all of your responsibilities? 

 

 


