
  

The Qualifications of a Deacon 
By Pastor Kyle Wells 

 While we must be honest that the Bible does not give us a great deal of clarity into what the role of 
a deacon is, the Bible is clear as to who a deacon is supposed to be. In 1 Timothy 3:8–13 Paul spells out 
the qualifications of the deacon and by and large those qualifications concern a deacon’s character: 

8 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. 11 
Their wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things. 12 
Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing their children and their own households 
well. 13 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. 

 The “likewise” at the beginning of verse 8 indicates that the qualifications for a deacon are not 
unlike the qualifications of the elder/overseer. In fact, they seemingly only differ in two cases. In the first 
instance, the deacon is not required to be “apt to teach.” Thus while an elder must be able to instruct and 
correct erroneous doctrine (cf. 1 Tim 2:2; Tit 1:9), this is not part of a deacon’s role. Though he does need to 
hold to “the mystery of the Faith” (v9), that is the basic truths of the gospel (see v16). In our denomination, 
all officers must be able to agree with the system of doctrine that is contained within the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. 
 The other place where the qualification list of a deacon differs from that of an elder/overseer is in 
that the deacon is not required to have the gift of hospitality (cf. v2). I take that to imply that the deacon 
need not be as much of a “welcoming presence” as an elder. (Or, put differently: While we are all socially 
awkward, the deacon has more freedom to be : ) ). 
 Barring these two things, the qualifications for elders and deacons are virtually synonymous. With 
both, the Bible is far more concerned with the question of “who these people are” than with the question of 
“what these people do.” Consequently, there is far more in the Bible about an officer’s character than there 
is about his duties. While I encourage you to study 1 Timothy 3:8–13 on your own, I want to review what 
some of those character qualifications are as you consider whom, if anyone, to nominate for the office of 
deacon. 
 A close look at the Bible shows that all officers are to be full of the Spirit (Acts 6:3, 11:24; Deut 
34:9), “live by the Spirit”, and have their lives marked by the Spirit’s fruit (see Gal 5:22–25).  
They must be: 

1. Dignified (v8): Is this someone who elicits your respect? 
2. Not double-tongued (v8): Is this person’s word credible? Are they sincere or insincere? Do they 

say one thing but mean another? Do they speak out of both sides of their mouth? 
3. Not addicted to much wine (v8): Does the person manifest self-control, especially when it 

comes to food and drink? 
4. Not greedy for dishonest gain (v8): Is this person a lover of money? Are they charitable and 

generous? 
5. Holds to the Mystery of Faith (v9): The phrase “the mystery of the faith” is simply one way Paul 

speaks of the gospel (cf. 1 Tim. 3:16). Is this person someone who knows, understands, believes, 



and loves the gospel of Jesus Christ? Do they bask in how much they are loved by their Savior? 
Do they live out of that love? 

6. Blameless (v10): Paul writes that deacons must “be tested first; then let them serve as deacons 
if they prove themselves blameless” (v10). As you consider the potential nominee, ask yourself if 
this person has a track record of service in the church? 

7. Godly Woman/wife (v11): Verse 11 is debated and tricky. For that reason I will hold off for the 
moment and discuss it below. 

8. Husband of one wife (v12): The best interpretation of this difficult phrase is to understand it as 
referring to marital faithfulness. An officer must be a “one-woman man.” That is, there must be 
no other woman in his life to whom he relates in an intimate way, either emotionally or 
physically. 

9. Manage children and household well (v12): A deacon must be the spiritual leader of his 
household. Since in the ancient world, this included a business, how a deacon approaches his 
job should also be taken into account. Is he a hard worker? Is he responsible? Does he work as 
to the Lord? 

 Importantly, the lists regarding a deacon’s qualifications place an emphasis on the public 
manifestations of the Spirit’s fruit in his life. It is his public behavior which manifests God’s private work. 
 There is one final issue to address and that is the issue of gender. Perhaps some of you are 
wondering if you can nominate women to the office of deacon. Much of this question revolves around how 
one understands verse 11. It is debated whether verse 11 refers to a deacon’s wife or to a deaconess. The 
English Standard Version blurs over this difficulty by adding the word “their” and makes it seem clear that 
the text refers to the wives of deacons: “their wives, likewise, ….” Closer to the original is the Revised 
Standard Version which simply has “The women, likewise, ….” 
 For several reasons many esteemed interpreters within our tradition believe that the Bible teaches 
that there are women who are deacons (John Calvin, B.B. Warfield, Ed Clowney, James Hurley, Phil Ryken, 
Tim Keller, and Tom Schreiner to name a few). This happens to be my own conviction as well.  
Some of the reasons for which I have come to this conviction are as follows: 

1. In verse 8 “likewise” describes the qualifications for the office of the person just mentioned. The 
parallel phrase in verse 11 would seem to do the same. 

2. Since Paul continues to talk exclusively about the office of deacon in verses 12–13, Paul is 
clearly not talking about the wives of both elders and deacons in verse 11. He is either talking 
about deacon’s wives or deaconesses. Since it seems strange to mention deacon’s wives 
without a mention of elder’s wives, it is more likely that Paul refers to deaconesses here. 

3. That Paul believed women are deacons corresponds well to his description of Phoebe in 
Romans 16:1 and of the enrolled widows in 1 Tim 4:9–10. 

 With that said, I need to be clear that mine is still a minority position within the PCA—a 
denomination I love deeply. And I have taken vows of submission to our constitution, a constitution that 
restricts the office of deacon to men. Thus even if you or I feel that a woman is biblically qualified to be a 
deacon, our church will only consider male nominees for this office. 
 You may ask why I would choose to submit to a constitution that is not in full accord with what I 
believe the Bible teaches. That is a good and fair question. The answer is that while our Lord cares about 
truth in his Church (Jn 17:17), he also cares about the unity of his Church (Jn 17:21). And because this side 
of heaven we all see as through a glass darkly, there are things that I am willing to take the position of a 
humble minority for the sake of visibly and tangibly uniting with Christians of different persuasions. To be 
sure, certain truths are worth dividing over; I just don’t believe this is one of them. If you happen to be a 
person who believes that the Bible teaches that women should be deacons, I would ask you to join me in 
submitting that conviction for the larger unity of the church. If you are convicted with our constitution that 
the office of deacon should be restricted to men, I would ask that you would be charitable to those of us 
who have come to a different conclusion as we all seek to hold our convictions with humility for the sake of 
Christ, his Kingdom, and his beloved bride.


