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 Meaning of Diakonos: 

 According to A Critical Lexicon and Concordance to the English 

and Greek New Testament, diakonos means servant, hasty messenger, a servant with special 

reference to the person whom the service benefits. The Complete Word Study Dictionary: For a 

Deeper Understanding of the Word, we see Diakonos; gen. diakonou, masc., fem. noun, a 

minister, servant, deacon, which derivation is uncertain. According to some it comes from 

diakonos, in the dust laboring, or running through dust. Others derive it from diako, the same as 

dieko, to hasten, related to diako, to persue. 

 The term is also use in the NT as a technical term side by side with episkopos, bishop or 

overseer (1 Tim 3:8, 12; Phil 1:1). The deacons in this sense were helping or serving the bishops 

or elders, and it seems that this is why they were probably called deacons; they did not, though, 

possess any ruling authority. Tychicus was called a deacon in his relation to Paul (Eph 6:21; Col 

4:7). The origin of this relationship is likely found in Acts 6:1-4. Stephen and Philip were 

deacons and were first chosen as distributors of alms and other forms of aid, but soon appeared 

alongside the Apostles and as their helpers and as evangelists (Acts 6:8-10; 8:5-8). The care of 

the church fell upon the deacons as the helpers of the elders who held distinct offices. 

 The only passage in which special officials of the church are mentioned in 1 Tim 3:8-12. 

In v 8 it speaks of diakonous which undoubtedly refers to male deacons because the adjectives 

that are used in the verse such as semnous, grave, are in the masc. pl. and not in the fem. In v 11 

the KJV gives an interpretation and not a translation when it says, “Even so must their wives be 

grave.” The Gr. says, “women like-wise grave”. The NIV also has that translation. The NASB 

has the preferred translation. “Women [must] likewise [be] dignified [or grave].” It is impossible 

to determine whether the Apostle Paul is speaking of women in general in v 11 or the wives of 

the deacon. 

 The only possible reference to a woman as a deacon is Rom 16:1-2, although the word 

diakonon may just as well be translated “servant.” In this regard we must note that the story of 

the early church significantly begins with the inclusion of women in the apostolic meetings for 

prayer (Acts 1:14). Their presence and activity are clearly illustrated by the references to Tabitha 

(Acts 9:36), Mary the mother of John Mark (Acts 12:12), Lydia (Acts 16:14), Damaris (Acts 

17:34), and Priscilla (Acts 18:2). The story of Sapphira (Acts 5:7f.) implies the comparatively 

independent membership and responsibility of women within the Christian community. Priscilla 

illustrates their active evangelism (Acts 18:26). Attention is expressly called to the “multitudes” 

of women converts added to the church (Acts 5:14). In Phil 4:2-3, Euodias and Syntache (both 



women) are spoken of as fellow laborers of the Apostle Paul, and in 1 Cor. 1:11 Chloe is 

mentioned as having reported to Paul the condition of the church at Corinth. In Rom. 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. 

 In 1 Cor. 14:34 Paul forbids women to speak in the churches, but that must be taken in 

the context in which it was spoken which refers to speaking in unknown tongues in the sense of 

the Corinthian practice. It is in such a context that it must be considered in the view of the fact 

that the prophesying of the four daughters of Philip the evangelist is also mentioned in Acts 21:9. 

That women served as deaconesses of local churches is inconclusive. 

Diakonos in New Testament: 

 Diakonos is found 29 times in the NT. Its primary meaning is the one who serve at table. 

It means a servant in a wider sense in Matt. 20:26; Mk. 10:34; Lk. 18:26; Matt. 23:11, and a 

helper in Eph. 6:21; Col. 4:7. Especially in Paul, the word receives a specifically Christian sense; 

e.g. a servant of the new covenant (2 Cor. 3:6), a servant of righteousness (2 Cor. 11:15), a 

servant of Christ (2 Cor. 11:23; Col. 1:7; 1 Tim. 4:6), a servant of God (2 Cor. 6:4), a servant of 

the gospel (Eph. 3:7; Col. 1:23; cf. 1 Cor. 3:5), a servant of the ‟! church (Col. 1:25). Christ 

himself is called a diakonos in Rom. 15:8 (of Israel) and Gal. 2:17 (of sin, used paradoxically). 

In Rom. 13:4 the secular ruler is called a servant of God. 

 In Phil. 1:1 and 1 Tim. 3:8-13 diakonos is used of a man holding the office of the deacon 

in the church; the same title is applied to a woman, Phoebe, in Rom. 16:1; this office may be 

intended by 1 Tim. 3:11. Sometimes diakonos is replaced by hyperetes; e.g. Lk. 1:2 (servant of 

the world); Acts 26:16; 1 Cor. 4:1 (servants of the Christ). The word originally means of a 

“rower,” hence a servant, helper, attendant. Elsewhere in the NT it normally means the armed 

servant of someone in authority, an officer of a court of law, etc. (e.g. Jn. 18:3, 12, 18, 22; Matt. 

5:25). The vb. hypereteo, serve, render service, be helpful, occurs in Acts 13:36 (of David 

serving the counsel of God); 20:34 (of Paul tending to his own needs); and 24:23 (of Paul‟s 

friends being allowed to tend to his necessities). 

How diakonos is used in New Testament 

 

Matthew  20:26 must be your servant, 22:13 king said to the attendants, 23:11   

  will be your servant. 

Mark   9:35 last of all and servant of all, 10:43 among you must be servant. 

John  2:5 mother said to the servants, 2:9 servants who had drawn, 

  12:26 there will my servant be also. 

Romans 13:4 it is God‟s servant, 13:4 It is the servant of God,  

  15:8 Christ has become a servant, 16:1 a deacon of the Church. 



1 Corinthians 3:5 Servants through whom you came. 

2Corinthians 3:6 competent to be ministers, 6:4 but as servants of God we have, 

  11:15 as ministers of righteousness, 11:23 Are they ministers of Christ? 

Galatians 2:17 is Christ then a servant of sin. 

Ephesians 3:7 I have become a servant, 6:21 faithful minister in the Lord. 

Philippians 1:1 servants of Christ Jesus. 

Colossians  1:7 He is a faithful minister, 1:23 became a servant of this gospel, 

  1:25 I became its servant, 4:7 a faithful minister. 

1 Timothy 3:8 Deacons likewise must be, 3:12 deacons be married only once,  4:6 you will 

be a good servant.  

General Uses of Diakonos: 

1. “The waiter at a meal.” Jn. 2:5,9. 

2. “The servant of a master,” Mt. 22:13: Hoi basileuseipentoisdiakonois. In this sense the 

Christian is a servant of Christ, Jn. 12:26. It is part of his task, however, to serve his fellows, Mk. 

9:35; 10:43; Mt. 20:26; 23:11. 

3. In the figurative sense, “the servant of a spiritual power,” whether good or evil, 2 C. 

11:14 f.: Tousatana, Ten diakaiosune; Eph 3:6 f. and Col. 1:23: Touevaggelion; Gl. 2:17; 

Teshamartias; R. 15:8: peritomes; 2 C. 3:6: Kainesdiathekes. The action of the servant is to the 

benefit of the magnitude which he serves. 

 When it is said in Rom. 15:8 that Christ is a servant of the circumcision, it simply means 

that His work is on behalf of Israel. 

 More difficult is Gal. 2:17: “If, then, we who are accounted righteous in Christ are found 

to be sinners, is Christ a servant of sin? By no means.” “Servant” here might be rendered 

“promoter.” This would give us the following line of argument. In Jewish eyes everyone who 

does not keep the Law is a sinner (hamartolos); this applies to all Gentiles, with whom Jews may 

not hold table fellowship. Thus, if Christ causes the Jews who follow Him to renounce the 

provisions of the Law, He is extending the domain of sin which embraces all the Gentiles. Yet it 

is not impossible to keep to the stronger expression „servant of sin.” If we do, we must interpret 

the saying in the light of Gal. 2:20. Christ Himself lives and acts in the man who trusts in Him. If 

this man is found a sinner, this applies to the Lord Himself dwelling within him, as though He 

were enslaved to sin. The absurdity of the conclusion naturally illustrates the falsity of the 

presupposition, namely, the Jewish view of sin. 

4. As diakonostovevaggelion the apostle (aportolos, I, 437) is diakonosXriston (2 C. 11:23) 

and diakonosTheou in a very special sense, with all the troubles and sufferings and with all the 

responsibility of this office (2 Cor. 6:3ff.). In his description of himself from this standpoint, 



Paul usually prefers the term doulos (R. 1:1 etc.; Tt. 1:1), which expresses far more clearly the 

fact that he belongs wholly and utterly to Christ or to God. 

5. Timothy is a “servant of God” to the degree that with the preaching of the Gospel he 

confirms and admonishes the faith of the Thessalonians (1 Th. 3:1-3). Timothy is also called a 

true servant of Jesus Christ (1 Tm. 4:6). Epaphras is sundoulos of the apostle and 

diakonostouXriston (Col. 1:7). Tychicus is diakonosevkurio (Eph. 6:21; Col. 4:7). 

6. Heathen authorities can also be called the servants of God in the discharge of their office, 

since they are appointed by God and have the task of maintaining God‟s order in the world 

(Rom. 13:1-4). 

7. Paul describes himself in Col. 1:25 as a “servant of the Church” (ekklesias) in virtue of 

his divinely given commission. Paul and Apollos are no more than servants of both God and the 

Church as they use their gifts to bring the latter to faith. 

Servant in New Testament: 

This is an ambiguous and sometimes misleading term in English because it translates 

three different Greek words used in the NT: diakonos, more properly “servant” (e.g., Mark 

10:43) or in later contexts, deacon”; pais, “child,” a condescending word for servant, something 

like the English “boy” (e.g., “boy” at Luke 2:43; “servants” at Matt 14:2); and doulos, “slave” 

(e.g., Matt 10:24 in RSV), the word “servant” probably being thought more acceptable to modern 

readers than slave. 

The terminology would have been inexact in NT times as well, in a society somewhat 

based on slave labor and familiar with the degradation of slavery, yet also familiar with slave-

stewards on healthy households and business who had far more power and prestige than free 

peasants and small householders. The NT knows slaves as personal and household servants (e.g., 

Luke 7:2, 7-8; John 4:51), agricultural laborers (Matt 13:27; 21:34-36), social representatives 

(Matt 22:3-10). And financial managers (Matt 25:14-30), in all of these passages represented by 

the word doulos. Slave women are owned by the high priest (Matt 26:69 and par.), a householder 

(Luke 12:45), a Christian matron (Acts 12:13), and profiteers (Acts 16:16), each called paidiske, 

a feminine diminutive of pais. A presumed runaway slave, Onesimus, is the occasion for Paul to 

write his Letter to Philemon. The modern reader must realize that any of the terms for servant 

when used literally usually refer to someone legally living in slavery, though not necessarily 

therefore in abuse; when used figuratively, the connotations of slavery were inescapable. Yet 

servant language can be used in other ways even outside the Christian context, e.g., Paul speaks 

of civil authorities as servants of God (Rom 13:3-6). 

Jesus as Servant: 

The Isaian Servant of the Lord undoubtedly exercised a profound influence on NT 

interpretations of Jesus‟ role, and perhaps on Jesus‟ own self-understanding, though the degree 



of that influence is debated. The so-called Servant Songs, especially Isaiah 52:13–53:12, provide 

the image of the innocent one who proves his worth through a suffering that is redemptive (see 

esp. 53:10-12). At 52:13 the use of pais in the Septuagint enables a sustained play on the 

meanings of servant and child that is retained in the Gospel portrayal of Jesus in relation to God, 

even though the Greek terminology may differ.  

The baptism of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels features the heavenly voice that confirms 

Jesus as Son of God in whom God delights (Matt 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22); it echoes Isaiah 

42:1. There are undoubted allusions to portions of Isaiah 53 in reference to Jesus in such NT 

texts as Mark 9:12; 10:45; Acts 3:13, 26; 4:27-30 (Acts even uses pais here, the same word used 

by the Septuagint at Isa 52:13). Luke 22:37 explicitly quotes a portion of Isaiah 53:12 to explain 

why Jesus could have been seen and treated as a criminal. 1 Peter 2:22-25 weaves quotes and 

allusions to Isaiah 53:4-6, 9, 12 into its description of Jesus as innocent sufferer who should be a 

role model to slaves abused by their owners – a difficult text that unfortunately has been used to 

justify both slavery and harsh treatment of slaves. To be understood, it must be seen in its 

context of providing encouragement to Christian slaves of cruel pagan owners, against whom 

both slaves and author were powerless (see Eph. 6:7). 

Jesus is the model servant of God whose will is to do the will of the one who sent him 

(John 5:30), as any faithful servant representative would do. He describes his mission as that of 

serving rather than being served (Matt 20:28; Mark 10:45; Luke 22:27), even to the point of 

giving his life in ransom. As a dramatic illustration of what he has been talking about, he 

performs the servant role at his final meal with the disciples by washing their feet (John 13:1-

15). 

Disciples as Servants: 

The usual domestic serving role of women (Mark 1:31) becomes an act of discipleship on 

the part of those women who follow Jesus as did the male disciples (Luke 8:3; Matt 27:55; Mark 

15:41). In the case of Martha of Bethany (Luke 10:40) and the seven chosen to replace the 

apostles in table service at community meals so that the apostles can devote themselves to 

another kind of service, that of the word (Acts 6:1-7), serving becomes a special responsibility. 

Soon after Jesus‟ death, Matthias was chosen to replace Judas, joining the other apostles in their 

role of service (diakonia, Acts 1:17, 25). In the Pauline Churches, there are persons designated to 

certain service roles, though their exact function is not clear: Phoebe the diakonos in Romans 

16:1; the “overseers and ministers” (diakonoi) at Philippi and in 1 Timothy (Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:8-

13). 

The role of serving begins to be transformed into the languages and function of ministry, 

so that it is often a translator‟s judgment call whether to render the Greek word as slave, servant, 

or minister in a given passage, though in English the three words have very different 

connotations. The translator‟s bias can therefore determine how a passage in translation will be 

understood. 



Paul and His Co-workers as Servants: 

 Paul often describes his labor as service/ministry, and himself and his companions as 

servants/ministers (diakonoi) of God (2 Cor. 6:4); of Christ (2 Cor. 11:23); of a new covenant (2 

Cor. 3:6); of a reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18); of the gospel (Eph. 3:7); of the Church (Col. 1:25). 

He identifies himself as slave (doulos) of Christ (Rom 1:1; Phil 1:1; Gal 1:10) or of God (Titus 

1:1; see James 1:1, 2 Pet 1:1; Jude 1), and even of his intractable congregation at Corinth for the 

sake of Jesus (2 Cor. 4:5). Paul and Apollos are servants/ministers through whom they have 

come to faith (1 Cor. 3:5). Acts refers to two of Paul‟s co-workers, Timothy and Erastus, as 

servants/ministers together with Paul (Acts 19:22); the NAB wisely renders them as “assistants.” 

Likewise, Tychichus is a fellow servant/minister in Ephesians 6:21. Here it is quite clear that 

service has become ministry. 

Servant in the Theology of Vatican II: 

 Vatican II‟s ecclesiology presented the Church itself as a servant whose mission is the 

renewal of human persons “whole and entire, body and soul, heart and conscience” (The Church 

in the Modern World, no. 3). For the Church, like Jesus, came “to rescue and not to be served”. 

By linking a servant ecclesiology to a servant Christology, the council also laid the foundation 

for a renewed theology of ministry. This theology affirms the uniqueness of Jesus‟ priesthood of 

the baptized and that of the ordained as participating in the one priestly mission of Christ. In 

spite of such sound theological background, however, the revised Roman rites for ordaining 

deacons, presbyters, and bishops seem to lack a coherent focus. Their prayers, ritual gestures, 

and “model homilies” seem unable to decide whether the candidates for ordination are being 

called to service or to status and “advancement.” Greater reflection at both pastoral and 

theological levels is needed if these rites are genuinely to model the Church and its ministers as 

servants of the Word and servants of the world. 

The Ideal of Service: 

 The disciples are admonished not to become slaves of sin (John 8:34; cf. Romans 6:17, 

20), and are frequently warned by Jesus that, in imitation of him, those in leadership are to be as 

servants (Luke 22:26), aware that no slaves are greater than their master (Matt. 10:24; John 

13:16; 15:20). It is therefore extremely significant that in spite of these reminders of the 

disciples‟ servant status, Jesus, in his Last Discourse in the Gospel of John, changes that status 

from servants or slaves (the NAB translator of the Gospel of John rightly prefers the word 

“slave” [John 15:15]) to friends, thus evoking a wealth of connotations for the original hearers, 

for friends are those who always depend on good will, patronage, and protection from the one 

granting friendship. 

 Nevertheless, the ideal of Christian life as service remains. There is some evidence that 

the ideal of placing oneself at the service of others was considered virtuous and ennobling in the 

Greco-Roman context in which the NT developed. It is a quite clear NT teaching that community 

leadership is a kind of service and a special spiritual gift (Rom. 12:7; Eph. 4:12). But the ideal of 



service extends to all Christians, who are to turn from serving other gods to serve the one God (1 

Thess. 1:1), and to live together in the spirit of service to one another (Gal. 5:13; 1 Pet. 4:10), 

after the example of Jesus who, after performing the role of servant, explicitly bid his followers 

to do the same (John 13:12-17). 

 From the beginning of their history, Christians have borrowed key words and ideas from 

secular sources, reinterpreting them in light of God‟s revelation and self-bestowal in Christ. This 

phenomenon is nowhere more evident than in the use of a term like “servant‟ (covering the 

Greek works diakonos, doulos, and pais, as well as the Latin words servus, famulus, and 

minister). The carefully calibrated social structure of the Greco-Roman world gave rise to a 

richly varied vocabulary for types and degrees of service: the attentive, personal service of the 

individual for another (expressed by the Greek verb diakinein, “to wait at table”); the involuntary 

service of a master by a slave (doulouein); service rendered for wages (latreuein); willing service 

expressing concern and respect (therapeuein); and finally, official public service of the people or 

the state (leitourgein). 

 As used of secular officials (see Rom. 13:4), “servant” implied a pattern of human 

relationships based on superior/inferior status. But this implication was subverted by Christian 

usage, where “servant” no longer meant subjugation, inferiority, or diminished status – but rather 

it is the privilege of helping others, hear and respond to God‟s gracious Word in the life of the 

Church. The inner content of the word “servant” was thus transformed: a Christian servant is one 

who fully surrenders self in order to belong wholly to God and to the ministry of the Gospel. 

Servants as Worshipers of God: 

 In the Church‟s liturgical tradition, a “servant” is, first and foremost, one who worships 

God in spirit and truth. Thus, the early second-century “table prayers” of the didache refers to 

Jesus, God‟s “servant” (pais), who leads believers in authentic worship by revealing divine 

knowledge, faith, and immortality. Though the “servant of God” epithet for Jesus did not long 

survive in the liturgical tradition (perhaps because it suggested to some a low or adoptionist 

Christology). Such a vocabulary did flourish as a designation for the worshiping assembly. The 

sixth-century collection of Latin prayers known as the Verona (“Leonine”) Sacramentary 

regularly uses “servants” in reference to the baptized faithful gathered for worship. 

 Significantly, this “servant” vocabulary supplied a comprehensive common denominator 

for all worshipers, whatever their rank in the Christian community. Thus, the “old Roman canon” 

(Eucharist Prayer I), uses the same word, servant (famulus), to designate the pope; the living 

corps of worshipers who surround the alter and offer the “sacrifice of praise”; the liturgy‟s 

presider and ministers; and all those men and women “who have died and have gone before us 

marked with the sign of faith.” “Servant” thus expresses our common vocation in faith, as well as 

the communion signified and celebrated in the Eucharist. 

Ordained Ministers as Servants: 



 Of further interest in the liturgical tradition is the persistence of the “servant” (famulus) 

vocabulary within the prayers of the Roman rite for the ordination of the deacons, presbyters, 

and bishops. Among our oldest examples of such prayers are those found in the Verona 

Sacramentary. There, the candidates chosen to serve as ordained ministers are identified by the 

same comprehensive term – “servants” (famuli) – used for all members of the Christian 

assembly. The theological impact of this should not be overlooked, for it signifies that the 

ordained are, first of all, worshipers, members of the praying assembly. This fact – more than 

any distinction or “status” attached to holy orders – is the fundamental basis, theologically and 

liturgically, for the Church‟s ministry. Although the interpretation of holy orders as a “series of 

honors” (cursushonorum) that “advanced” the candidate from lower to higher rungs on the 

hierarchical ladder was already present in the Verona Sacramentary (and so continued to 

dominate theology up through the twentieth century), the image of minister as servant/worshiper 

quietly persisted as a corrective counterpart even in prayers which seemed to approve 

triumphalism and status-seeking. 
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