DEACONSTRUCTION
~ God’s Framework for the Role of Service ~
By Eric Owens
Isn’t the church wonderful?  I mean, if you were to overlook our ignorance, eliminate the mistakes we make, and discount our unkindnesses?  Any theory (or law) involving a collective body of earnest God-seekers living together in meekness, love, and reverence should be a good one.  The idea is ideal…Jesus taught it, the apostles modeled it, and the church is intended to employ it.  The problem is, when you throw people into the mix, the divine design becomes less than that in its common practice.  What was The Almighty thinking when He entrusted His kingdom to us, mere mortals?  
IN THE BEGINNING…

Man’s imperfections notwithstanding, the church had a strong start at nine o’clock midst that first Pentecost morning:  “Men and brethren, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37)  A plaintive cry coming from sinners who had demanded the death of God’s Son, beseeching the outcasts who had long believed Him to be Messiah.  On that day, religion had become a whole lot less about self and much more about one another…with sinners repenting, and repentant sinners rinsing away one another’s sins in the immersive waters of obedience (Acts 2:38).  Service to others was written on the hearts of the Body as they “were together and had everything in common.  Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need” (Acts 2:44, 45).  The Kingdom, the greatest service organization to grace the face of the earth, had pure beginnings which lasted…for awhile.
Inevitably, however, man’s humanity found its way into the works.  I imagine there may have been other issues underlying the record we have in Acts 6, but here we see service to one another really starting to break down.  Spiritual cracks had developed along a predictable fault line, between Greek-speaking and Hebrew-speaking Christians.  The issue at the epicenter involved the physical neglect of some of the Greek-speaking widows, though its cause is not quite clear.  Could it genuinely have been because of the language barrier?  Were the needy women, somehow, off in an area outside the normal food route?  Was it a case of purposeful discrimination?   In any event, the church had gone from the goodwill of “everything in common” to the complaint against itself where the poor elderly were being deprived of daily necessities.  As the Body began to struggle against its human nature, it was given its first formal function—the deaconship.
WHO CAN BE A DEACON?
What kind of individuals should these be?  What kind of work should they be about? –And (with God), it’s always been about the work…not the personalities involved.  Under normal political circumstances, the Hebrew and Greek believers would probably have chosen representatives to negotiate peace with one another.  Instead of this, the apostles insisted that the entire group choose seven men with whom no one had a complaint.  The result?  Amazingly, it would seem that all seven were Grecian Jews—entrusted by the whole to equitably care for the whole.  Praise be to God, the church had responded as it should have…repenting itself of its contentious ways, and submitting to itself in love.
The Characteristics of a Potential Deacon
In Acts 6, the Twelve required a few requisites of the seven deacons: 
· they would be men
· they would be selected by (and from amongst) the Jerusalem congregation

· they had to have individual reputations for being full of The Spirit

· they had to have individual reputations for being full of wisdom.
Further detail is later shared by the apostle Paul with Timothy in 1 Timothy 3.  Deacons would be: 
· men
· worthy of respect

· sincere

· temperate in their consumption of alcohol

· contented, without the pursuit of dishonest gain

· adherents to the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience

· married to one wife (polygamy was accepted in some Gentile cultures)

· married to a wife who would be trustworthy and respectable in all things

· good managers of their children and households.

Throughout Christian history, men have taken liberties with these criteria.  Solitary deacons have been lionized, if not canonized.  Candidates have been held to the merest majority of the “ideal” characteristics.  Regardless of the millennium, Scripturally-specified gender roles have been an embarrassment and cause for apology to some…and what’s with the whole “having to be married” thing?  Whatever the liberty, rest assured, it’s been taken.  Whatever the license, churches throughout the ages have exercised it.  Nothing is new.  Everything is old… but the Truth is timeless.
All Deacons are Servants, but Not All Servants are Deacons

It was said before, and is worthy of repeating:  When it comes to service, God’s always been about the work…not the personalities involved.  We should all be servants, following in the great tradition of Jesus, the apostles, and the initial efforts of those first Pentecost believers.  Anyone and everyone can be a deacon, in the sense that the most common, New Testament Greek reference to “deacons” is synonymous with “servants”.  This same language is ascribed to the wedding servants at Cana (John 2:5), angels refreshing Jesus after His temptation (Matthew 4:11), and Peter’s mother-in-law upon her healing (Matthew 8:15), but none of these would be considered part of the special class of deacons of a believing congregation (Philippians 1:1).

Similarly, Paul commends a variety of individuals for their service to believers:  Onesiphorus, in his personal service to Paul (2 Timothy 1:18);  Phoebe, in her service to the congregation at Cenchrea and others (Romans 16:1);  and even the pagan, Roman authority, as “he is God’s servant (or, deacon) to do you good” (Romans 13:4).  Merely rendering service, no matter how honorably, righteously, or fervently, does not “qualify” an individual for the role of a deacon.  The Scriptures and apostles are plain concerning the difference between humbly doing the work of a servant (which should be every believer’s aspiration) and being made a servants’ example (which is no cause for conceit or pride).  If we are all to be good servants, we must obey our Master.  If we disobey the Word He has left us, and insist on ordaining inappropriate individuals for this (or any other) formal role…what kind of deacons can those be?  We betray the very service we seek to honor.
CONCLUDING CONSIDERATIONS
Ultimately, the reason we should desire deacons in our respective congregations is because we understand the necessity of their role.  May we be moved in our own congregations as the Pentecost believers were moved when disagreement arose concerning the church’s resources.  Let us repent ourselves of selfish desires and contentious ways when we stray, and submit to one another in Love (1 John 5:2).

Yes, the church is wonderful.  The Almighty did know what He was doing, and He’s given His church the perfect design for dealing with its imperfections.  The deaconship is the living testament to Christ’s physical service left behind by the apostles’ doctrine and Spirit of God.  For all the provisions Jesus offered—be it water-to-wine, healings, food for 5000, or money enough for the temple tax—He still required the support of those around Him to live.  If you have deacons serving in the congregation with whom you worship, they need your loving support in rendering service to the Body.  If you don’t have deacons ordained where you worship, it’s all the more important that service to others be written on your heart, with thanksgiving and joyfulness.  And may all be done to the glory of God.
