Let me say at the very beginning that I do not believe that women can serve as deacons. What follows is biblical support for that belief.

Much debate has occurred within the modern church over the issue of women deacons.  Emotions have run high and many churches have been split down the middle over this issue.  In I Corinthians 14:33 we read, for God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints.  “Confusion” comes from the Greek word akatastasia and means “commotion, tulmult, riot.”
  “Peace” comes from the Greek word eirene and by implication it means “a state of peace, tranquility.”
  In all the churches of the saints God is a God of peace; let Him not among you be supposed to be a God of confusion.
  If we allow God’s Word to be our resource for answering questions relating to our faith, there will be no confusion, for we will be guided by His Holy Spirit.  

James tells us the confusion comes from Satan, Who among you is wise and understanding?  Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom.  But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth.  This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic.  For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil thing.  But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy.  And the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace (James 3:13 – 18). 

I want to begin by first of all defining the word “deacon.”  This is important because we need to know if we are defining “deacon” in the same way the early church did.  The word I want us to look at is the Greek word diakonos.  It is a noun that can be either masculine or feminine.  Its derivation is uncertain but more then likely comes from an obsolete word diako which meant “to run on errands.”
  Diakonos occurs 27 times in the Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament, 27th edition (3 times translated “deacon”, 6 times translated “minister”, and 18 times translated “servant” in the New American Standard Bible).

In the three times this word is translated as “deacon” (I Timothy 3:8, 12; Philippians 1:1), it is used as a technical term side-by-side with episkopos (bishop or overseer).  The deacons in this sense were helping or serving the bishops or elders, and this is why they were probably called deacons.  They did not, though, possess any ruling authority as did the elders.  The care of the churches fell upon the deacons as the helpers of the elders who held distinct offices.
 
Some may ask, “Well, what about the choosing of the first deacons in Acts 6?”  Seven men were chosen but the name “deacon” is nowhere applied to them in the New Testament; they are simply called “the seven” (Acts 21:8).  Their office was at first secular, but it afterwards became also spiritual for Philip and Stephen both preached and did the work of evangelists.
 

One of the passages in which special officials of the church (deacons) are mentioned is I Timothy 3:8 – 12.  It is here that instructions are given about the qualifications for the office of deacon.  Verse eight refers to male deacons because the adjectives used in the verse are in the masculine, plural form and not feminine.
   Although this passage gives the most detailed treatment of the subject of “deacons,” it is actually quite sketchy.  Most of the qualifications, dealing with personal character and behavior, are similar to those for a bishop.  
I Timothy 3:11 is the verse which is difficult to interpret.  Who does the word “women” refer to?  There are three possibilities: (1) the wives of deacons; (2) women deacons; or (3) women serving as assistants to the deacons.  Interpreting “women” as the wives of deacons would make a natural fit within the passage of Scripture.  To translate it as “women deacons” would place an unnatural break between verses 8 – 10 and 12 – 13; both deal with male deacons.
Some interpreters, however, do translate “women” as deaconesses and they believe they are the ones referred to (widows) in I Timothy 5:9 - 16.
  This argument is made from statements by Ignatius (Smyrnaeans 13.1), Polycarp (Philippians 4.3), and Tertullian (On the Veiling of Virgins 9).  The Didascalia Apostolic
 is another ancient document used to support this view.  In Chapter XVI we read the following:


“Wherefore, O bishop, appoint thee workers of righteousness as helpers who may 
co-operate with thee unto salvation.  Those that please thee out of all the people 
thou shalt choose and appoint as deacons:  a man for the performance of the most 
things that are required, but a woman for the ministry of women.  For there are 
houses whither thou canst not send a deacon to the women, on account of the 
heathen, but mayest send a deaconess.  Also, because in many other matters the 
office of a woman deacon is required.  In the first place, when women go down 
into the water, those who go down into the water ought (p. 71) to be anointed by a 
deaconess with the oil of anointing; and where there is no woman at hand, and 
especially no deaconess, he who baptizes must of necessity anoint her who is 
being baptized.  But where there is a woman, and especially a deaconess, it is not 
fitting that women should be seen by men:  but with the imposition of hand do 
thou anoint the head only.  As of old the priests and kings were anointed in Israel, 
do thou in like manner, with the imposition of hand, anoint the head of those who 
receive baptism, whether of men or of women; and afterwards -- whether thou 
thyself baptize, or thou command the [[147]] deacons or presbyters to baptize -- 
let a woman deacon, as we have already said, anoint the women.  But let a man 
pronounce over them the invocation of the divine Names in the water.  And when 
she who is being baptized has come up from the water, let the deaconess receive 
her, and teach and instruct her how the seal of baptism ought to be (kept) 
unbroken in purity and holiness.  For this cause we say that the ministry of a 
woman deacon is especially needful and important.  For our Lord and Saviour  
also was ministered unto by women [[148]] ministers, Mary Magdalene, and 
Mary the daughter of James and mother of Jose, and the mother of the sons of 
Zebedee [Mt 
27.56], with other women beside.  And thou also hast need of the 
ministry of a deaconess for many things; for a deaconess is required to go into the 
houses of the heathen where there are believing women, and to visit those who are 
sick, and to minister to them in that of which they have need, and to bathe those 
who have begun to recover from sickness.”

Following the guidelines of this document, a deaconess would meet the following criteria:

(1)
Be a widow at least 60 years of age.


(2)
Baptize women


(3)
Teach women


(4)
Visit the homes of believing women


(5)
Minister to sick women

The strict separation of the sexes made something like deaconesses necessary for baptism, visiting women, etc;
 they basically served as assistants to the deacons.  
In I Timothy 3:11, “woman” comes from the Greek word gyne and can be translated as “woman” or “wife” and the context will determine the meaning.
  The context would seem to indicate that it should be translated as “wife.”  The passage being referred to begins at verse 8 and ends at verse 13.  The whole passage discusses the deacon. 
When in doubt about the understanding of a passage, we should go to Scripture to help us and not outside documents; let Scripture interpret Scripture.  To help us in understanding this passage I believe it is important that we go back to the beginning because it is there that God begins to lay out for man his plan for his life.  That plan includes the purpose for which he was created and the roles and responsibilities given to him in order to fulfill God’s plan.  It is an understanding of those roles and responsibilities that will help us in interpreting the passage in question.

In Genesis 2:18 we read, Then the Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him.”  The word “helper” comes from the Hebrew word ezer and means “one who assists and serves another with what is needed.”
  “Suitable” comes from the Hebrew word neged and means “that object which is corresponding or like another object.”
 

Adam was alone and that was not good, so God decided to make a helper suitable (lit., “a helper corresponding to him,” or “a corresponding helper”) for him.  The description of her as “corresponding to him” means basically that what was said about him in Genesis 2:7 was also true of her.  They both had the same nature.  But what man lacked she supplied, and what she lacked he supplied. The culmination was one flesh.  Since Adam and Eve were a spiritual unity, living in integrity without sin, there was no need for instruction here on headship. Paul later discussed that in relationship to the order of Creation (1 Cor. 11:3; 1 Tim. 2:13).
 

After the fall God said to the woman, I will greatly multiply your pain in childbirth, in pain you will bring forth children; Yet your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you (Genesis 3:16).  “Desire” comes from the Hebrew word tesuqah and means “a very strong emotion or feeling to have or do something, note: this strong desire may refer to sexual urges or desires, or a desire to dominate, or just be independent of the man.”
  “Rule” comes from the Hebrew word masal and usually receives the translation “to rule,” but the precise nature of the rule is as various as the real situations in which the action or state so designated occurs.  It seems to be the situation in all languages and cultures that words for oversight, rule, government must be defined in relation to the situation out of which the function arises.

This will be illustrated by examining in order the first several appearances of māšal in the Bible.  The sun and moon are said “to rule over the day and over the night” (Gen 1:18). They are merely the most prominent luminaries over day and night.  Eve, standing for all wives, was given to understand that in the home the husband “shall rule over thee” (Gen 3:16).  Cain was told by God that he ought to master sin in his life, “Do thou rule over him” (Gen 4:7).  Management over all the material goods of a master, as his steward, and management of all the personnel of the enterprise is indicated in the case of Abraham’s “servant” (Eliezer, Gen 15:2): “his eldest servant of his house, that ruled over all that he had” (Gen 24:2).  Māšal is used of Joseph’s administration of Egypt as Pharaoh’s prime minister.  So Joseph claimed he had been made “a ruler throughout all the land of Egypt” (Gen 45:8); and his brothers agreed, “he is governor over all the land of Egypt” (Gen 45:26).
  
Other instances, chosen somewhat at random, show that the supremacy of rich people over poor ones (Prov 22:7), of a fierce king over oppressed people (Isa 19:4), oppressive rule of one people over another (Jud 14:4; 15:11), leadership of a league or alliance of nations (I Kgs 4:4–21), the rule of God in providence (Ps 89:10), and even the power of self-control (Prov 16:32) are covered by the meaning of this word.

There is no specific theology to be drawn from the meaning of the word.  Yet the passages cited and the seventy or so others not cited demonstrate the importance of the principle of authority, the absolute moral necessity of respect for proper authority, the value of it for orderly society and happy living and the origin of all authority in God, himself.  Authority is of many degrees and kinds.
 

Looking at the New Testament I believe we can come to an understanding of what this “rule” should look like in the Christian family.  Paul said that the husband is the head of the wife; For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Savior of the body.  “Head” comes from the Greek word kephale which means “one to whom others are subordinate.”
  The type of headship that the husband has is the same type that Christ has over the church.  It is a headship that carries with it responsibilities.  First, the husband is to love his wife as Christ loved the church, Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her (Ephesians 5:25).  Jesus loved the church enough to die for it.  Also out of His love, He guides the church, encourages the church, strengthens the church, spiritually feeds the church through His Word, and sustains the church.  The husband must do the same thing for his wife.  No husband who neglects his wife can in truth claim to be a true Christian.
Second, husbands must love their wives as they love their own bodies; So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who loves his own wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His body (Ephesians 5:28 – 30).  Every man loves his body.  He rests it when it is tired, washes it when it is dirty, feeds it when it is hungry, cools it when it is hot, warms it when it is cold, and gives it medicine when it is sick.  This is the way husbands should love their wives; providing for their every need and care.  

The responsibilities of the husband, as given by Paul in this Ephesians passage, are good illustrations of the Hebrew word “rule.”  When husbands care for the spiritual, physical, and emotional needs of their wives, they are fulfilling their role as originally planned by God for the marriage relationship.  This is why wives are to “submit” themselves.  

The phrase “submit yourselves” or “be subject” comes from the Greek phrase hypotasso and means “to bring something under the firm control of someone.”
  In the relation of a wife to her husband, the wife’s duty is to submit herself to her own husband.  Although there is an ontological spiritual equality between men and women, there remain physical, positional and functional differences.  There are designated functions for a husband, and a wife, which man cannot change because God has ordained them.  Any endeavor to effect change will bring frustration, vanity, and emptiness.  God has made one woman to become a wife to one man, and she is so constituted by God Himself.  But this is not due to her being inferior to her husband, for they are both equal before God.  It is a willing personal subjection.  In society all humans, all men and women in various positions of leadership or following and dependence, are equal, yet their functions vary and their responsibilities are diverse.  We are all equal before God and the laws of society, and yet we have varying functions and responsibilities.  If we accept certain functions under a fellow–human, we must subject ourselves to that individual to accomplish a common goal.  So it is with a wife placing herself in the proper and divinely–fitted position under her husband.  The functions are equally important although different. And they are different not because we want them to be, but because God made them to be so.

 A good example of equality but yet differing roles and responsibilities can be found within the Trinity.  In Article II of the Baptist Faith and Message, we read, “The eternal triune God reveals Himself to us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, with distinct personal attributes, but without division of nature, essence, or being.”  The article then describes the personal attributes of each.
God the Father: God as Father reigns with providential care over His universe, His creatures, and the flow of the stream of human history according to the purposes of His grace.  He is all powerful, all knowing, all loving, and all wise.  God is Father in truth to those who become children of God through faith in Jesus Christ.  He is fatherly in His attitude toward all men.
God the Son: Christ is the eternal Son of God.  In His incarnation as Jesus Christ He was conceived of the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin Mary.  Jesus perfectly revealed and did the will of God, taking upon Himself human nature with its demands and necessities and identifying Himself completely with mankind yet without sin.  He honored the divine law by His personal obedience, and in His substitutionary death on the cross He made provision for the redemption of men from sin.  He was raised from the dead with a glorified body and appeared to His disciples as the person who was with them before His crucifixion.  He ascended into heaven and is now exalted at the right hand of God where He is the One Mediator, fully God, fully man, in whose Person is effected the reconciliation between God and man.  He will return in power and glory to judge the world and to consummate His redemptive mission.  He now dwells in all believers as the living and ever present Lord. 
God the Holy Spirit: The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God, fully divine.  He inspired holy men of old to write the Scriptures.  Through illumination He enables men to understand truth. He exalts Christ.  He convicts men of sin, of righteousness, and of judgment.  He calls men to the Saviour, and effects regeneration.  At the moment of regeneration He baptizes every believer into the Body of Christ.  He cultivates Christian character, comforts believers, and bestows the spiritual gifts by which they serve God through His church. He seals the believer unto the day of final redemption.  His presence in the Christian is the guarantee that God will bring the believer into the fullness of the stature of Christ.  He enlightens and empowers the believer and the church in worship, evangelism, and service. 
In the Trinity we have equality but with a division of labor.  The Father is God, as is Jesus and the Holy Spirit, but yet they each have a different role to fulfill in God’s plan for mankind.  Within a marriage we have equality but with a division of labor.  The husband and wife are equals but have different roles to fulfill in God’s plan for mankind which includes the church.
From the very beginning of the marriage relationship as recorded in the book of Genesis, the husband was to be the head of the family.  As the head, he is to provide for the needs of the family; spiritual, material, physical, and emotional needs.  The wife was to be his “helper” in this task.  As stated earlier, the word “helper” comes from the Hebrew word ezer and means “one who assists and serves another with what is needed.”
  She is to help her husband in fulfilling his responsibility of meeting the needs of the family.  But, let’s carry that further into the church family.  If her husband is called by God into the ministry as a pastor, elder, or deacon, she is to support her husband in that role.  That’s why Paul said they must be “dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful in all things” (I Timothy 3:11).
“Dignified” comes from the Greek word semnos and means “pertaining to appropriate, befitting behavior and implying dignity and respect.”

“Malicious gossips” comes from the Greek word diabolos and means “a false accuser, it is used for the devil; one who falsely accuses and divides people without any reason.”

“Temperate” comes from the Greek word nephaleos and means “pertaining to behaving in a sober, restrained manner.”
 

“Faithful” comes from the Greek word pistos and means “faithful in duty to oneself and to others, of true fidelity.”

The deacon’s wife is a part of his ministry.  She helps in his ministry by behaving in a dignified and respectable manner.  She does that by not making false accusations or intentionally creating division within the church.  She is also one who doesn’t lose her temper when provoked and is always faithful in her duties to her husband.  This is how she becomes his helper.
In I Timothy 2:11 – 15, Paul states, A woman must quietly receive instruction with entire submissiveness.  But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet.  For it was Adam who was first created, and then Eve.  And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into transgression.  But women will be preserved through the bearing of children if they continue in faith and love and sanctity with self-restraint.
Does this mean that women are not to teach at all?  No, women are permitted to teach. Older women should teach the younger women (Titus 2:3–4).  Timothy was taught at home by his mother and grandmother (2 Tim. 1:5; 3:15).  But in their teaching ministry, they must not “exercise authority over” men.  She must not assume authority in the church and try to take the place of a man.  She should exercise “quietness” and help keep order in the church.

Paul gave several arguments to back up this admonition that the Christian men in the church should be the spiritual leaders.  The first is an argument from Creation: Adam was formed first, and then Eve (1 Tim. 2:12–13).  (Paul used this same argument in 1 Cor. 11:1–10.)  We must keep in mind that priority does not mean superiority.  Man and woman were both created by God and in God’s image.  The issue is only authority: man was created first.

The second argument has to do with man’s fall into sin.  Satan deceived the woman into sinning (Gen. 3:1; 2 Cor. 11:3); the man sinned with his eyes wide open.  Because Adam rejected the God-given order, he listened to his wife, disobeyed God, and brought sin and death into the world.  The submission of wives to their own husbands is a part of the original Creation.  The disorder we have in society today results from a violation of that God-given order.

I do not think Paul suggested that women are more gullible than men and thus more easily deceived; for experience proves that both men and women are deceived by Satan.  On one occasion, Abraham listened to his wife and got into trouble (Gen. 16).  Later on, she gave him counsel and God told him to obey it (Gen. 21).  

Warren Wiersbe stated it this way, “In my own pastoral ministry, I have benefited greatly from the encouragement and counsel of godly women; but I have tried not to let them usurp authority in the church.  In fact, the godly women I have known have no desire to “run” things in the church.”  Godly women do have an important ministry in the local assembly, even though they are not called to be teachers of the Word in a pastoral sense.
 

So what does all of this mean in relation to “deaconesses”?  In Romans 16:1 – 3, 6, 12, 13, 15, we have numerous salutations to women.  Nevertheless, aside from the normal and expected involvement of women in a wide range of church activities and auxiliary ministries, they are never found to be holding ordained offices or engaging in the work of those positions.
  There is no clear-cut Scriptural support for it whatsoever.  
However, there is a third view of what “women” means in I Timothy 3:11.  That view is that these are unmarried women who assist the deacons in the service functions of the church.
  The positioning of verse 11 in the midst of the discussion on deacons seems to demand that some kind of relationship exists between these women and the deacons, and if it isn’t a marriage relationship, then it may be a working one.
 

William Hendriksen, a biblical commentator and a leading proponent of this view, writes, “These women, are the deacons’ assistants in helping the poor and needy, etc.  These are women who render auxiliary service, performing ministries for which women are better adapted.” According to this view, Paul refers to this new group of people in verse 11 as “women” precisely because they have no official title.  They are not deacon officials. Moreover, this view eliminates any conflict with Paul’s earlier assertions in I Timothy 2:12 about women not having authority over men.

These women are not deacons. Yet they are so closely associated with deacons that they can be addressed within the context of deacons.  These women have functions to perform or there would be no need for them to be mentioned here or to be required to meet specific qualifications.  What these women do is closely associated with what deacons do.  We can easily conceive of the deacons’ need for women helpers to assist widows and other needy women.  Thus we would assume that these women work alongside the deacons as helpers.
  

Going back to Romans 16:1, it is a serious mistake in interpretation to try to make the word “diakonos” refer to deacons everywhere it is found.  As we have already seen, “diakonos” was a common word used in New Testament times to refer to servants, and those who ministered to others.  Would anyone suggest that the servants of the king were deacons, or that the servants at the wedding feast in John 2 were deacons? 
“Diakonos” is also translated minister in Matt. 20:26; and Mark 10:43, as well as a number of other places.  Paul uses “diakonos” in Rom. 13:4 to refer to civil rulers where it is translated ministers.  Would anyone suggest that these civil rulers were deacons?  In Col. 1:23,25, Paul refers to himself as a “diakonos” where it is translated minister.  Was Paul declaring that he occupied the office of a deacon?  Certainly not, and we know of no commentator that says so.
Paul speaks of Satan’s “diakonos” in II Cor. 11:15, where it is translated ministers.  Were these ministers of Satan occupying the office of a deacon?  Certainly not!!  While some Baptist churches may have had some deacons who were Satan’s ministers, God never intended it that way.  Paul uses “diakonos” in I Thess. 3:2 to refer to Timothy where he writes “... “Timotheus, our brother, and minister of God . . . .”  He is not saying that Timothy occupies the office of a deacon.  If “diakonos” is used to refer to ordinary servants, to angels, to preachers, and to apostles, by what curious mode of interpretation can we be led to believe that a faithful woman by the name of Phoebe was a deacon in the Church at Cenchrea.  She was a servant to the Church, as should be every man and woman in the Church.  Not all church members are faithful enough to be designated as such, but it is certain that they all should be.
I believe we can conclude that Phoebe was a “servant” of the church just as all Christians should be.
So, the question is, “Can a woman be a deacon?”  After looking at the definition of diakonos, its use in other passages of Scripture, and the roles of men and women in a marriage relationship and the church,  I believe the answer is “no.”  
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