A Biblical and Theological Case for Female Deacons
Complementarians1 (those who affirm distinct but complementary roles for men and women) can disagree on the
question of whether or not the Bible supports female deacons, or deaconesses. Neither side believes the Bible is explicit
in its clarity, nor that it is an issue worth splitting or dividing over. While both interpretations seek to do justice to
Scripture and can put forward a reasonable defense of their position, I (and the majority of complementarian theologians
and commentators today) find the evidence more compelling for a biblical case leaving the office/role of deacon open to
both men and women.

Causes of Confusion or Limitations to Consider
1. There are very few texts about an office or role of deacon in the New Testament, and very few details are given in
those texts. only text that provides details is 1 Timothy 3:8-13 (since Acts 6 seems more like the “seed” of the role,
Philippians 1:1 only mentions the offices of elders and deacons, and Romans 16:1 is debated). Our information is
scarce, and the term for deacon (diakonos) is used numerous times in the New Testament in a general way for
serving. This means the material we’re working from is limited, hence the ongoing debate.
2. My experience is many people view the role of deacon through the filter of their own church background and
experience. Since the starting point for so many is “what they saw in past churches” rather than the biblical teaching
on church government, too many answer the question on female deacons based upon how deacons functioned in
their former churches. Since in many of these cases deacons were incorrectly functioning as elders or a leadership
board, this personal experience has created an incorrect understanding of the office of deacon, its function, and its
authority (or lack thereof).
We cannot decide on an interpretation or determine our view based on a wrong understanding of deacons, where
deacons incorrectly function as elders (leaders with authority), and thus rule women out. Instead, we should come
to an interpretation with the biblical understanding of church governance (and offices) where elders teach,
shepherd, and lead while deacons serve and administrate. Having this right understanding of the complementary and
differing roles of both elder and deacon (Phil. 1:1) clears things up a bit, and in my opinion, will lend itself to seeing
the office of deacon as open to both men and women.2
3. The primary text is 1 Timothy 3:8-12, with verses 11-12 raising the most questions. A couple things to note from
these verses before proceeding.
• Both sides must reckon with why Paul suddenly interrupts his flow in verse eleven to switch to a second group of
people (whether “wives” or “women”) and then returns to who he was talking to in verse twelve. Because of the
interruption, there’s some lack of clarity for both sides as they try to make sense of why Paul interrupts his flow
but does not go in-depth. This is why arguments on either side will try to make sense of this text, and have to do
so in part by their assumptions of whether can be deacons from other texts.
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1 Timothy 3:11 literally reads, “women, likewise” and is translated in English Bibles both as “wives, likewise” and
“women, likewise.” Some reading an English translation see, “their wives likewise,” and assume this verse refers
to the wives of deacons rather than female deacons. Other translations choose “women likewise” or “the women
must also.” Translations that have chosen “their wives likewise” provide a footnote indicating it can be translated
“women likewise.” The language by itself isn’t determinative, so context and further arguments are key.
Some who take an interpretation against female deacons often assume 3:12 (“let deacons each be the husband of
one wife”) suggests the role is only for men, since women are not included. However, if Paul switches back and
forth between male deacons and female deacons, that isn’t a necessary conclusion. This can be a qualification
specifically for male deacons that might not necessarily apply to female deacons, since the role of husband
requires leadership in the home in a way different than what’s required of women.3 The fact that many female
deacons were likely single or widowed also can make sense of why Paul would provide a qualification for male
deacons in 3:12 that doesn’t have to apply to female deacons.

For these reasons, among others, there remains confusion for some and ongoing debate on the question. Both sides
make a case with the limited amount of information available. Like many beliefs and practices in the church, things are
debated because there is rarely a “slam-dunk” verse stating: “this is the Bible’s stance on _______.” Because of that,
arguments are put forward based on good exegesis and theology (with support from Church History) to arrive at the
most sound conclusion. Some arguments will be stronger than others, and some points more compelling than others for
various people, and we rest on the overall strength of an argument rather than on one case-closed point that forever
solves the issue. The points below summarize why I think the Bible supports female deacons.

Arguments for Female Deacons
1. The nature of the office of deacon lends itself to both men and women.
When we consider the very nature of the office of deacon as a serving, non-authoritative role, there is nothing that would
cause us to limit it to men rather than seeing it as encouraged for both men and women. While the role of elder/pastor
refers to those who lead, teach, and shepherd with authority over the church (see 1 Tim. 3:1-7; 1 Peter 5:1-5; Heb. 13:7,
17), the role of deacon is not one with authority.4
While there might be influence and honor associated with the role of deacon (thus requiring the character qualifications
in 1 Tim. 3:8-12), the role is defined by humble acts of service and administration, not leading with authority. It is not a
“front and center” role but a “behind the scenes” role. Paul’s arguments restricting the office of elder/pastor to qualified
men—and that office alone seems restricted in Scripture—do not apply to the office of deacon, and therefore, the very
nature of the role of deacon would make it available to both men and women. (This is why the qualifications of elders
include the ability to teach in 1 Tim. 3:2, whereas this is clearly removed from the qualifications of deacons.)
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To restrict the office to men alone doesn’t make sense with the nature of the role within the church and puts an
unnecessary limit, or boundary, on what women can do when we should be encouraging women to serve wherever
Scripture does not forbid it.5 This seems consistent with what we then see in practice with women serving as deacons in
Scripture (see argument from Rom. 16:1 in point #2 below) and early church history (see argument in point #6).

2. Phoebe is most likely identified in the official capacity of deacon in Romans 16:1.
Phoebe (a woman) is most likely called a “deacon” in Romans 16:1 rather than merely a “servant” or “minister.” Because
diakonos can be translated for the office of deacon or for the word for servant (or “minister”), context best determines
usage (which is why 1 Timothy 3:8 and Philippians 1:1 are translated as “deacons” but most other usages in the New
Testament are translated generally as “servant” or “ministers”). While Romans 16:1 can be translated as the general word
for servant, context suggests it is better translated as “deacon.”
Paul mentions Phoebe is the deacon/servant “of the church at Cenchreae.” Douglas Moo writes, “The qualification of
diakonos by ‘of the church’ suggests, rather, that Phoebe held at Cenchreae the ‘office’ of ‘deacon’ as Paul describes it in 1
Tim. 3:8-12 (cf. Phil. 1:1).”6 Tom Schreiner agrees, affirming this wording “suggests an official capacity.”7 J.A. Medders
explains, “That structure, when used in the rest of New Testament is noting a specific person in an official office.”8 We
find strong evidence for this interpretation in the New Testament and earliest church writings.
“First, Paul describes Phoebe as a ‘diakonos of the church at Cenchreae,’ specifying her function as
diakonos to that specific church. This may seem insignificant until we realize that whenever the Greek
phrase ‘________ of the church’ is used in the New Testament and the earliest Christian literature
(where ‘________’ is a personal designation or title), the personal designation refers to an office, not
just a generic function (Acts 20:17; Eph. 5:23; Jas. 5:14; Rev. 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14; Ignatius, Trallians
2.3; Philadelphians 5.1; Polycarp 1.1; Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 2.2.6; 2.4.3; 3.9.7; Martyrdom of
Polycarp 16.2; 19.2). Therefore, if Phoebe is merely a ‘helpful assistant’ of the church at Cenchreae in
Romans 16:1, this is the only time the construction is used this way in the earliest Christian literature.”9
While the translation of Romans 16:1 is debatable, the overwhelming majority of instances where the phrase “of the
church of _____” is connected to an official capacity (deacon in this case) and not used generally for servant, makes the
identification of Phoebe as a deacon in the church the most likely interpretation. Thus, we have a New Testament
example of a female deacons that corresponds to both the earliest records in church history (see point #6 below and the
preceding quote) and makes sense in light of the overall understanding of the nature of the office of deacon.
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3. If Paul intended to convey “wives of deacons” rather than women deacons in 1 Timothy 3:11, he could have
used more explicit language to do so (which he does elsewhere in Scripture).
Though both sides of the debate have to careful not to speculate or mandate too much about what Paul “should have
said,” there were words and phrases available to him to clearly identify “wives of deacons” if that is what he was talking
about. If Paul wanted to express the wives of (male) deacons, he could have used a definite article (the wives), a personal
pronoun (their wives) or possessive pronoun (wives of deacons) rather than more generally saying “women,” as he does
in 1 Tim. 3:11.10 For examples of Paul using this language to designate the spouse of someone, see 1 Cor. 7:2; Eph. 5:22;
Col. 3:18, 24; 1 Peter 3:1.
However, there was no female word for deacon (such as “deaconess”) at the time of the New Testament, so the easiest
way for Paul to indicate in 1 Tim. 3:11 that he is referring to a gender (female) within his discussion of deacons (1 Tim.
3:8-13) is to use the word for women.11 Paul used the word available to him to differentiate that he was talking
specifically to women deacons in his discussion of deacons. Though 1 Tim. 3:11 can be translated as either “wives” or
“women,” Paul’s decision not to use the available language that would designate a marital relationship (such as “their
wives” or “wives of deacons”)—as he does elsewhere in the NT and 1 Timothy—leads me to believe he is talking about
women deacons rather than wives of deacons.
4. It seems unlikely that Paul would speak into the qualifications of the wives of deacons when he did not do so
for the wives of elders.
The argument against female deacons is built on the conclusion Paul speaks to “wives of deacons” in 1 Tim. 3:11 rather
than “women deacons.” However, since it would be odd for Paul to go into the qualifications for the wives of deacons (in
1 Tim. 3:8-12) when he did not do so for the wives of elders (in 1 Tim. 3:1-7), it’s more likely he isn’t referring to wives
at all in 1 Tim. 3:11 but women deacons. Since the office of an elder is a more weighty, authoritative, influential role in
the Church than that of deacon—not to mention the office of elder is much or of a “leadership role” than the office of
deacon—it would make little sense for Paul to list qualifications for the wives of deacons but not elders.
“If the reference is to the wives of deacons, why does Paul omit a reference to the wives of elders,
particularly since elders exercise pastoral oversight and overall leadership in the church? It would seem
the character of the wives of elders would be even more important than the wives of deacons—and thus
focusing on the wives of deacons, but not on the wives of elders, is strange. Yet if the reference is to female
deacons, we have an elegant explanation for why the wives of elders aren’t mentioned—for the wives of
deacons aren’t included either. In other words, Paul isn’t referring to wives at all, but to female deacons.”12
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The fact that there are no qualifications for the wives of elders makes it unlikely Paul is then referring to “wives of
deacons” rather than female deacons in 1 Timothy 3:11. It makes more sense that Paul switches to talking about female
deacons rather than wives of deacons.13

5. Paul seems to move from male deacons to female deacons in 1 Tim. 3:11, listing parallel qualifications for
both.
Jeff Medders argues the flow of the passage goes as follows.14
Male deacons addressed (1 Tim. 3:8–10)
Female deacons addressed (1 Tim 3:11)
Male deacons addressed (1 Tim. 3:12)
Male and Female deacons addressed (1 Tim. 3:13)

Furthermore, the qualifications for male deacons (1 Tim. 3:8-10) and female deacons (1 Tim. 3:11) seem to mirror one
another. Both are introduced by the same word, “likewise” (hosautos), and connect to the verb “must be” (1 Timothy
3:2) of certain character.15 Gregg Allisson summarizes how this parallel reinforces that Paul is still speaking of “office
holders” rather a non-office-holding spouse.
“The list Paul supplies is like the other lists in the immediate context and thus is naturally taken as
expressing the qualifications for a church office. Moreover, the strong parallels between this list for
deaconesses and the list for deacons—both must be ‘dignified,’ careful with their words, sober than
addicted, and ‘faithful’ to ‘the faith’—reinforce that this is a list of qualifications for women deacons.
Because Paul has already covered the similar qualifications for men deacons, he only needs a brief mention
of the qualifications for female deacons.”
Note the chart below identifying the parallel within the office for both men and women.
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both refer to an office, linking the qualifications for the office of deacon to the verb “must be” in 3:2, which was also used
in regard to the character qualifications of an office (elder in that case).

6. Early Church History reinforces these conclusions with clear examples of women deacons.
Though we don’t believe Church History is authoritative—like the Bible—we do believe it as a helpful and significant
arm of Christian theology, showing the development and practices of common beliefs of the Church. As early as AD 111,
Pliny refers to two women deaconesses who were arrested and tortured. “A very early attestation of the existence of
deaconesses (Latin: ministrae) occurs in the correspondence between Pliny and the emperor Trajan written in the first
part of the second century (Pliny the Younger, Letter 10 [to Trajan] 46.8.”18
This continues in the second-fourth centuries, including in key church fathers (such as Chrysostom), in early Christian
documents (such as the “Constitutions of the Holy Apostles”), and in early church councils (such as the significant
Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon in 451). For more on deaconesses in early church history, see the examples provided
by J.A. Medders in “Why Have Women Deacons.”19

Conclusion
When these arguments are considered together, it seems likely to me that the New Testament not only does not restrict
the office of deacon from women, but that women are actively serving in the role. I think this provides the most likely
interpretation of 1 Timothy 3:8-13 and makes sense of Paul identifying Phoebe as a deacon in Romans 16:1. These
conclusions seem to fit best with the nature of the office of deacon in the Bible, and are supported by the earliest
practices of the Church in our historical records. For these reasons, we believe qualified women can serve as deacons (or
deaconess, if you like) and should be encouraged to do so.

Joel Green agrees when he writes, “in similar parenetic contexts, the adverb hosautos (“likewise”; 2:9; 3:8; Titus 2:3, 6) that changes the topic to
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