
Sermon 150: Romans 12:7: The Gift of Serving: Part Two

OUTLINE
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INTRODUCTION

When is said last week that we were going to do a whole sermon looking at the office of 
deacon today how many of you were excited to come to and listen?  I know of two men 
who were terrified of this week’s sermon because they would no doubt feel under the spot 
light.  But this look at the gift of the office of serving, deacon, is a most important topic for 
all of us.  It is not only something relevant for those who are deacons, but the whole 
church.  I am tremendously annoyed at those who think that sermons on things like deacons
are unimportant, it reveals to me that they have no appreciation for what the bible 
emphasizes but are only interested in their own opinions.  We will be spending most of our 
time today thinking about Acts 6 and 1 Timothy 3, the portions of scripture that speak the 
most deeply about deacons.  Here are the four things I think that every Christian needs to 
learn from the bible’s teaching about deacons.  Firstly, the office of deacon exists to free up 
the ministry of the word, to count deacons irrelevant is to imply the word is irrelevant.  
Secondly, the office of deacon shows us that administrative issues like office are important 
for a healthy church.  Thirdly, the office of deacon should impress upon all of us God’s 
concern to care for the poor and needy in the church.  Fourthly, the office of deacon 
reminds us that godly character is the norm for Christian service.  Before we turn to Acts 6 
let’s consider Romans 12:7 to see why we are talking about the office of deacon at all.

‘If service, in our serving.’  You will notice that this is sandwiched in between prophesying 
and teaching.  Some have suggested that because the word ‘minister’ often refers to 
messengers of the gospel that Paul lists four speaking gifts in a row in his list, prophecy, 
ministry, teaching and exhortation.  However, the word is also used of the ministry of mercy.
And since the gift is sandwiched between two other office gifts, prophet and teacher, some 
have assumed that it refers to the office of deacon.  In this case Paul would be calling for 
the faithful fulfilling of one’s diaconal responsibilities.  As we have said last week, it is a 
viable interpretation.  Let’s turn to Acts 6.

The importance of the word

So far the little Church in Acts has experienced some major bumps in the road.  Satan has 
tried to use persecution to intimidate the Church.  Ananias and Sapphira were planted in 
with the wheat to try and taint the Church.  Well in the verses before us we see another 
obstacle raised, and probably the most potentially destructive in the Church.  The Early 
Church here in Jerusalem was a multi-cultural, multi-racial Church.  We see from verse one 
that there were Grecian Jews, those are the Jews who came from other parts of the world 
and were used to the Greek culture and language.  And there were the Hebraic Jews, these 
were the ones who lived in Israel and spoke Aramaic or Hebrew.  Among the members of 
the Church were widows from both groups.  And in the daily distribution of food for the 
poor, the Grecian Jews were being overlooked, and grumbling and complaining were 
beginning.  V1, ‘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.’    

So what we are faced with in these verses is a growing Church that is encountering 
problems due to a lack in the administration, which is causing friction along racial and 
economic lines.  History is full of examples of different races withdrawing from each other, 
and the rich and the poor being at odds with each other, how will the early Church deal with
issues that have divided nations?  The Apostles appoint a second office in the Church and 
the first Deacons are elected. 

Try and picture the Church for a moment.  They are a large Church of many thousands, they
used to meet in the temple courts which made things easier, because they could all fit in one
place together.  But now persecution is coming from the authorities who rule the Temple, so 
they are forced to meet in many places at once, probably in the synagogues and various 
houses around Jerusalem.  But there are Greek speaking synagogues for the Greek speaking
Jews, for some of them could not speak or read Aramaic or Hebrew, and there were the 
synagogues for the Hebrew speaking Jews, and there was a disdain for Greek and prejudice 
against it.  So with a Church so spread out, and language barriers as they were, it is easy to
see how this problem could arise.  And given the underlying animosity between the two 
groups the issue, which was probably a case of innocent oversight, flared up as an issue of 
prejudice.  The Apostles saw this as a very real problem and so reviewed the administration 
of the Church, and wanted to appoint people in the Church to meet the need.

As we look at the apostles words we see that there are two main ministries that arise.  
There is the ministry of the word and prayer that is to be continued on a full time basis by 
the apostles, and there is the ministry of administering to those who have needs in the 
Church.  Both of these ministries are important in the Church, but the apostles cannot do 
both, so a special office is created for qualified members of the Church to handle the helping
of the poor in the Church.  So we see the twelve and the Seven, and this sets the pattern of
Elders and Deacons which will become more established as time goes on in the Early 
Church.  That by the time of Paul’s missionary journeys, he is establishing in every place the
office of elder and deacon (1 Tim.3).  Let’s look at what these two ministries include.

Elders are those who give oversight and leadership to the Church, where deacons have a 
purely serving and not a leading role.  Elders are those who are involved in teaching, Church
discipline, and those responsibilities which involve shepherding the flock.  Deacons are called
more to the meeting of material needs of those in the Church rather than the spiritual 
needs, this is of course a generalization, as both Stephen and Phillip were used mightily as 
preachers.  We see two things from this.  Firstly, although a pastor often needs to be a jack 
of all trades, if he is bogged down with ministries that prevent him from the ministry of word
and the prayer, you will have a dysfunctional pastor.  Secondly, if you have a diaconate that 
is busy leading the Church but not attending to the material needs of the congregation you 
will have a dysfunctional diaconate.  There are two ways however that these elders and 
deacons in Acts 6 are unique, firstly, the impression is given that all the elders were in full 
time preparation for preaching, but later on in places like 1 Tim 5:17, we see that there are 
distinctions between ruling elders and teaching elders, opening up the possibility of 
someone being an elder who is not in the full time ministry.  Secondly, although Stephen 
and Philip preach in 1 Tim 3:8-13, it is nowhere required of deacons that they should be 
able to preach.  However besides all the qualifications the existence of two distinct offices 
and ministries in the Church is obvious, the leaders give spiritual oversight and leadership to
the Church and are involved in teaching, the deacons are installed to deal with the 
administration of funds and meeting of needs in the Church.



You will notice that the method for choosing the deacons was not a case of the elders 
making an executive behind closed doors, but the people are called to recognise men 
qualified for the position, v3, ‘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.’  Verses 2 
and 4 stress the importance of the word and that there be men given to the full time task of
preaching and prayer, ‘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.’ ‘But we 
will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word."’  Is this the way you value 
the word amongst us?  Do you realise that the word above all other things and the ministry 
of constant prayer are what we need, that these are the means by which God moves among
us?  The early church had their priorities right and ordered the church accordingly.  

The importance of administration

We live today in an age of cynicism towards authority.  We do not respect the elderly, the 
youth feel entitled to privilege without earning it.  Authority symbols such as policemen, 
politicians and judges are despised and distrusted.  This attitude has infected the church, 
obedience to your elders is an alien thought seen to violate human rights.  People do not 
think they need to listen to men in spiritual office because they have a bible and the Holy 
Spirit and don’t need teachers.  So things like administration are seen as dead weights, not 
life, there is a pendulum swing to church as organism at the expense of the church as 
organization.  Here we see the gift of church polity, the gift of church office, the gift of 
administration.  Please notice the effect that this change brought about in Acts 6:7, ‘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.’  The church was 
on the brink of racial division but this gift calmed the waters and enabled the word to 
continue to proceed unhindered, and the church grew.  If you want the church to grow one 
of the things needed is an active diaconate that is properly seeing to the needs that may 
divide the church.  

One of the descriptions of a deacon I have heard is a shock absorber.  This is a good 
description of what we see here.  This may not be what your experience of deacons has 
been.  It has often been the case that deacons along with the pastor have formed an 
executive committee, with the pastor as the chairmen.  But the deacons are a functional 
eldership who instead of serving the church are essentially running the church.  There are 
plenty of horror stories about how the secretary or some deacon has been a thorn in the 
pastor’s side and sought control and brought division instead of being a shock absorber.  
This is the opposite of what the bible is teaching.  When the office of deacon is working 
properly it is a gift of order, service and peacemaking in the church.

The importance of the needy

John 13:34-35, ‘A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I 
have loved you, you also are to love one another. 35 By this all people will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one another."’  What did this look like in the early 
church.  The poor were looked after and everyone served the poor sacrificially.  Many sold 
possessions and land to give to those in need.  We see here in Acts 6 that there was a daily 
distribution to the poor in the church.  Many of Paul’s letter include mention of the gathering
of funds for the needy saints in Judea who had suffered famine.  James, considered to be 
the earliest letter in the NT speaks about true religion, 1:27, ‘Religion that is pure and 
undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and 
to keep oneself unstained from the world.’  When Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem to 



defend the gospel to the Gentiles against the Judaisers who sought to impose Jewish laws 
on Gentile Christians.  We see the Jerusalem church agreeing with Paul’s message but that 
they should also remember the poor, Gal. 2:10.  The NT church following the OT teaching 
were very considerate of the poor amongst them.  Prov. 19:17, ‘Whoever is generous to the 
poor lends to the LORD, and he will repay him for his deed.’  As well as the teaching of 
Jesus in places like the parable of the Good Samaritan and the Sheep and the Goats.  They 
saw to the needs of the poor, so that there was not a needy person among them, Acts 4:34.

In our modern world of social welfare, pensions, benefits, government housing, tax-back 
benefits, working for families, free health care, subsidized pharmaceuticals, hospice care, 
home help, meals on wheels and much more Christians have forgotten what it means to 
sacrificially give to support the needy.  I am not saying that we should not use these many 
services which are gifts of God’s common grace to us, we should.  They will enable us to use
our money more wisely.  But it can also breed an apathy towards the needy, we default to 
thinking it is someone else’s problem and not mine.  The office of deacon is a reminder that 
we are all responsible to help the poor and needy amongst us.  Let us remember that the 
deacons were merely redistributors of gifts that were given to the church.  It did not all 
come out of their pockets.  The more they gave was not an indication on how good the 
deacons were but how good the church was at giving.  

Let me take this opportunity to mention again the Almoner’s fund.  An almoner is someone 
who distributes alms.  Alms are gifts for the needy.  It is traditional in Reformed churches to 
have a second offering at Communion for the poor.  God has given to us when we were 
poor, and we in turn sign our recognition of that by giving to those in need.  We have a box 
at the back of the church that is designated for this purpose.  Please think about special 
gifts to those in this area of need.  It is most often used to buy vouchers from Pac n save or 
Countdown.  Let us not neglect this emphasis in our giving, the office of deacon is a 
constant reminder of our responsibility to the needy.

The importance of character

1 Timothy 3:8-13 outlines for us the character for those who are to hold the office of 
deacon.  Please note that any list of character traits expected in leaders are there for 
imitation so each one of us must search ourselves to see if we have these traits.  We are all 
called to holiness and maturity.  
The listed requirements of qualifications for deacons are all character issues.  We do not see
that someone must have exceptional administrative skills and be a manager at work but that
they must be reliable and godly.  The role is not necessarily for those in leadership positions 
at work but can also be the province of those who are godly yet not in executive positions in
their secular employment.  You will also notice that the list is very similar to the list of 
elders, and even though we may find one or two things not in both lists, we could safely 
imply that what applies to the one also applies to the other.  We must also add that there 
are only 2 significant differences to the lists, firstly, the ability to teach is not necessary for a
deacon because it is not a teaching role.  Secondly, where we find the requirement of not a 
recent convert in an elder v6; in the case of the deacon we see that young converts are not 
prohibited but that they must have been tested and proven v10.  There appears to be 
lighter strictures at this point.  

‘dignified’
Someone who is not a clown but necessarily serious, but not joyless.  Worthy of respect.  

‘not double tongued’



A deacon must not be a hypocrite but a person of integrity, someone who is trustworthy in 
speech.  The word is literally ‘dilogos’.  

‘not addicted to much wine’
The deacon must be self-controlled, excess in wine or anything else would show 
intemperance.  A person who cannot be responsible for themselves cannot be given greater 
responsibility in serving.  This is not tee-totalling, there is no requirement for tee-totalling in 
the bible, only self-control.  

‘not greedy for dishonest gain.’
They must not be greedy for this world’s goods, and there must be no dishonesty in their 
financial dealings.

‘They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience’
Although not teachers they must understand the gospel and have a life that does not 
contradict it.

‘And let them also be tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves 
blameless’
People who have proven their ability to serve well will be given more responsibility.  There 
are those who are committed to serve in the church but don’t follow through and there are 
those who do.  Many people are well intentioned but it is those who prove trustworthy who 
should be given the responsibility.  Younger people if proven can serve in this capacity.

‘women likewise should be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things.’

, can a woman be a deacon?

The question is not a stupid one but one that is surfaced by the text, 1 Tim. 3:11, ‘Their 
wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things.’  
The English translation is misleading, it should literally read, ‘women likewise must be….’  
The Greek word translated wife can also legitimately be translated as women.  The 
possessive ‘their’ is not in the original but has been added by the translators as they have 
taken an interpretative choice.  You will notice that this verse appears in the list of the 
qualifications of deacons 3:8-13. 
 There are 3 approaches to understanding this address to the ‘women.’  Firstly, there are 
those (Calvin) who thought that Paul was addressing both the wives of elders and deacons. 
Secondly, are those who believe that given the context of the verse deacons wives are being
addressed, as part of the qualification of their office would necessarily be that they have an 
orderly house and a wife fit and supportive of his task.  Thirdly, there are those who 
acknowledge that this is a third class of people being listed.  This is on account of the way 
that Paul starts the sentence, ‘women likewise…,’ this is the exact same way that Paul began
speaking of the deacons when he introduced a new category of deacon after elder, the 
Greek is identical.  They argue that Paul’s verbal indicators for a new category are present.  
Those who take this position take one of two options that either Paul is addressing the 
women deacons, or that he is addressing the elderly widows of 1 Timothy 5:9-10, ‘Let a 
widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been the wife of one 
husband, 10 and having a reputation for good works: if she has brought up children, has 
shown hospitality, has washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has 
devoted herself to every good work.’  You will notice that the list of qualifications for these 
women is similar to that of deacons and elders.  



Deciding on which one is correct is very difficult, and there are very good men on all sides of
this discussion.  If pushed to decide my decision would be this:  Since the office of deacon 
has no leading or authority attached to it and is functionally equivalent to a wife helping her 
husband; and since we have Phoebe described as a ‘deacon’ in Romans 16:1, and 
incidentally the female version of the word deacon was not invented until after the apostolic 
era; and given the role of women deacons in church history I see no problem with accepting
that women can be deacons.  I do not see the evidence as conclusive in any direction and 
see no real hindrance, given that the office is properly defined for women to be deacons.  

In the early church women were absolutely essential in serving roles.  It was felt in the day 
when there were no hospitals and no nurses that it was better for women to visit and help 
other sick women.  They believed that the heathen would blaspheme if men did these jobs. 
Likewise in the early church baptism was conducted with little or no clothing and women 
were baptised by women.  These early women servants were the foundation for nuns.  
There were many distortions in the early church, we see the introduction of bishops, 
deacons doing eldership functions and nuns appearing, but this does not wipe out the 
recognizable and essential role that women played in the early church.  Although some 
would only go so far as admitting that these women were the helpers of the deacons I see 
no reason to refuse the office of deacon to a woman.  In our congregation we already have 
unofficial deaconesses.  Our treasurer is a woman, it is a woman who produces the 
newsletter and rosters for the church, it is women who often keep church building clean, 
women who run the coffee morning and exercise class.  As long as there is no leading or 
teaching I have no problem with giving greater serving responsibilities to faithful women.

Please notice that the women must be dignified where deacons must be dignified; they must
not be slanderers where deacons must not be double tongued; they must be sober-minded 
where deacons must not be addicted to much wine; and they must be faithful in all things 
where deacons must be tested, proven and blameless.  You will notice that the requirements
are almost exactly alike.  This could simply be Paul demanding that the wives of the deacons
should bear the same character traits of their husbands, but conspicuous by its absence is 
any mention of the elders wives who we would think would bear more responsibility being 
married to and helpers to elders.  It is more likely that Paul interrupts himself at this point to
say the same thing to the women who were serving in the church, in all likelihood the 
widows who were free from family obligations and were supported by the church.  It is only 
then that Paul continues with his list for male deacons specifying the thing that only the men
could be held accountable for.

‘Let deacons each be the husbands of one wife, managing their children and households 
well.’  

Faithfulness to his wife and faithfulness in the ability to order his home in the case of male 
deacons was essential as a proof of his worthiness to bear further responsibility.  It should 
be noted that if Paul is addressing the widows of 1 Tim 5:9-10 that household 
responsibilities peculiar to her domain are put forward as areas where she has to have 
proven faithful before being accepted, for example, faithful in marriage, having brought up 
her children, practiced hospitality, etc.  

Our text reminds us of the privilege in serving.

‘For those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great 
confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.’      



There are various blessings that attend obedience and faithfulness in office gets the 
gratitude of those who you serve and a good standing in the community where you serve.  
This is not Paul selling the office with a, you-will-be-famous speech.  But a reputation for 
doing good, real good is something that brings glory to God.  The confidence Paul refers to 
might be the confidence gained from seeing God produce fruit through your service.

Are deacons important?  Yes, they remind us that the ministry of the word must be guarded 
and attended on, that organization is a gift to help the church, that the poor must not be 
neglected and we are all to Christians of good character.    
         
  

    

  
      


