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Introduction

Understanding the structure of early church leadership is essential for grasping how the Christian
community organized itself in the formative years after Christ's resurrection. Among the debates and
studies concerning church governance, a common question arises: Did the leadership in Acts
primarily consist of deacons, but not elders? To answer this, we must analyze the biblical texts,
historical context, and theological interpretations. This article will explore whether the statement
"Church leadership in Acts consisted of deacons but not elders" is true or false, providing an in-depth
look into the biblical evidence, roles of church leaders, and the evolution of church governance.

The Biblical Foundation of Church Leadership in Acts

Leadership Structures in the Early Church

The Book of Acts provides a foundational account of the early Christian community's growth,
organization, and leadership. While the text does not explicitly outline a formal hierarchy, it mentions
several leadership roles, primarily focusing on apostles, elders, and deacons.

Apostles: The apostles, especially Peter and John, serve as the primary leaders during the early
chapters. They preach, perform miracles, and make significant decisions for the community.

Elders (Presbuteroi): The term "elders" appears multiple times in Acts, indicating a leadership role
within the church community. For example:

- Acts 11:30 mentions the elders of the church in Jerusalem receiving a collection for famine relief.
- Acts 14:23 refers to Paul and Barnabas appointing elders in various churches they established.

Deacons (Diakonoi): The only explicit mention of deacons in Acts appears in Acts 6:1-6, where seven
men are appointed to serve the practical needs of the community.



Analysis of Acts 6: The Appointment of Deacons

The Context of Acts 6

Acts 6 describes a critical moment in the early church when the distribution of food to widows was
causing a dispute. The apostles, overwhelmed with preaching and prayer, needed assistance in
managing the daily operational needs.

The Appointment of the Seven: The apostles instructed the community to select seven men, "of good
repute, full of the Spirit and wisdom," to oversee the distribution. These men are commonly regarded
as the first deacons.

Significance: This passage marks the first recorded appointment of deacons. Their role was

pragmatic—serving tables and ensuring that practical needs did not distract the apostles from
spiritual duties.

Key Characteristics of the Deacons in Acts 6

- Chosen by the community, with a reputation for good character and spiritual maturity.

- Delegated specific service roles, particularly related to charity and logistical support.

- Their appointment was a response to practical needs, not necessarily spiritual or doctrinal
leadership.

The Role of Elders in the Early Church

References to Elders in Acts

While Acts 6 emphasizes deacons, the role of elders is also prominent in the narrative:
- Acts 11:30 mentions the "elders of the church in Jerusalem" receiving aid, indicating a recognized
leadership body.

- Acts 14:23 describes Paul and Barnabas appointing elders in new churches, signifying leadership in
local congregations.

Elders as Spiritual Leaders

In the biblical context, elders held responsibilities such as:



- Teaching and doctrinal oversight.
- Shepherding and caring for the congregation.
- Making decisions on church discipline and community issues.

Comparison with Deacons: Unlike deacons, elders were more focused on spiritual oversight and
governance rather than logistical or service roles.

Are Deacons and Elders Distinct Roles? The Biblical
Perspective

Different Terms, Different Roles

The biblical texts suggest a distinction between deacons and elders:

- The term "diakonos" (deacon) appears in Acts 6 and later in Paul’s letters (e.g., 1 Timothy 3:8-13).
- The term "presbuteros" (elder) is used to denote spiritual leaders, as in Titus 1:5-7 and 1 Timothy 3.

Key Differences:

| Aspect | Deacons | Elders |

I | I |

| Primary Focus | Service, logistics, charity | Spiritual oversight, teaching, governance
| Biblical Term | Diakonos | Presbuteros (elder), episkopos (overseer) |

| Biblical Examples | Acts 6; 1 Timothy 3:8-13 | Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5-9 |

Leadership in Acts: Deacons and Elders Coexist

The biblical evidence indicates that both roles existed simultaneously in the early church, each with
distinct responsibilities. The appointment of deacons in Acts 6 did not replace or exclude elders but
complemented existing leadership structures.

The Evolution of Church Leadership Post-Acts

From Deacons and Elders to Formal Hierarchies

As Christianity spread and communities grew, church leadership structures became more formalized.



The roles of deacons and elders laid the foundation for later hierarchical systems, including bishops,
presbyters, and deacons in various denominations.

Key Developments:

- Early church councils formalized roles and responsibilities.

- The development of episcopal structures in the Catholic and Orthodox Churches.

- The distinction between spiritual and service roles persisted, with deacons often serving as
assistants or officers within the hierarchy.

Implications for Modern Churches

Understanding the biblical roles in Acts is crucial for contemporary church governance. Many
denominations maintain a dual leadership model, with elders overseeing spiritual matters and
deacons handling service and logistical responsibilities.

Conclusion: Is the Statement True or False?

The statement "Church leadership in Acts consisted of deacons but not elders" is False. The biblical
account clearly indicates that early church leadership included both elders and deacons, each serving
different but complementary roles.

Summary:

- Acts 6 records the appointment of deacons to serve practical needs.

- Elders are mentioned in Acts and other New Testament writings as spiritual leaders.

- Both roles coexisted in the early church, with distinct responsibilities.

- The early church's leadership structure was more nuanced than a single office or role.

Final Thought:

The early church modeled a balanced leadership system, combining service-oriented deacons with
spiritually focused elders. Recognizing this biblical foundation helps modern churches appreciate the
importance of both roles in fostering healthy, functioning faith communities.
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In summary, the early church in Acts featured both deacons and elders, each with distinct roles,
working together to build a healthy, functioning community. Therefore, the statement claiming that
church leadership in Acts consisted solely of deacons and not elders is incorrect.

Frequently Asked Questions

Did the early church leadership in Acts include deacons but
not elders?

a. True

Were deacons the primary leaders in the church according to
Acts, excluding elders?

a. True

In Acts, did the church establish deacons without appointing
elders?

a. True

Is it accurate to say that Acts describes a church leadership
structure with deacons but no elders?

a. True

According to Acts, were elders absent from early church
leadership roles?

b. False

Did Acts depict a leadership model in which only deacons
were present, excluding elders?

b. False



Are elders mentioned as part of the leadership in Acts
alongside deacons?

b. False

Was the role of elders in Acts explicitly discussed as separate
from deacons?

b. False

Additional Resources

Church Leadership in Acts Consisted of Deacons But Not Elders: A Closer Examination

Understanding the structure of early church leadership is fundamental to grasping how Christian
communities functioned in their formative years. A common question among students of biblical
history and theology is whether the leadership in Acts was composed solely of deacons, excluding
elders. The statement, "Church leadership in Acts consisted of deacons but not elders," is a nuanced
assertion that warrants an in-depth exploration, examining biblical texts, historical context, and
scholarly interpretations. This article aims to clarify this issue by dissecting the roles of deacons and
elders in Acts, evaluating the evidence, and providing a comprehensive answer.

Defining Key Roles: Deacons and Elders in the Early
Church

Before analyzing the leadership structure in Acts, it's essential to understand the roles of deacons and
elders within the early Christian community.

Who Are the Deacons?

Deacons (from the Greek word diakonos, meaning "servant" or "minister") were originally appointed
to serve practical needs within the church. Their primary responsibilities included:

- Assisting in the distribution of food and resources, especially to widows and the poor.

- Managing logistical concerns, allowing apostles and elders to focus on prayer and teaching.

- Serving as representatives in community service and care.

The office of deacon is explicitly described in Acts 6:1-6, where the apostles appoint seven men to
oversee the distribution to widows, ensuring equitable care.



Who Are the Elders?

Elders (from the Greek presbuteros) held spiritual leadership roles, overseeing doctrine, discipline,
and the spiritual well-being of the congregation. Their responsibilities included:

- Teaching and preaching.

- Making decisions on doctrinal issues.

- Providing pastoral care and discipline.

- Leading worship and prayer.

Elders are referenced extensively in Acts and the Epistles, with clear indications of their leadership
authority.

Leadership in Acts: The Biblical Evidence

The core of the debate is whether Acts depicts a leadership structure consisting solely of deacons,
with elders playing no role, or if elders are also part of the leadership model.

Acts 6: The Appointment of Deacons

Acts 6:1-6 is often cited as the primary biblical basis for the office of deacon:

> "Now in those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Hellenistic Jews among them
complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily
distribution of food. So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said... select seven men
from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom, and we will turn this responsibility
over to them."

This passage highlights:
- The appointment of seven men, which many interpret as the origin of deacons.
- Their role as servants, specifically to manage logistical needs.

However, the passage does not specify any spiritual or doctrinal authority for these men beyond
service, nor does it explicitly label them as "deacons" in a formal office.

Acts 14:23 and the Leadership of Elders

Acts 14:23 states:
> "Paul and Barnabas, on returning to the churches they had established, appointed elders for them
in each church, with prayer and fasting."

This verse is significant because:
- It explicitly mentions the appointment of elders.
- It indicates a leadership structure involving elders overseeing congregations.

Furthermore, Acts 20:17-28 contains Paul’s farewell speech to the Ephesian elders, emphasizing their
pastoral role and spiritual authority:



> "Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock... Be shepherds of the church of God, which he
bought with his own blood."

This demonstrates that elders held authoritative leadership roles in the early church.

What Does the Evidence Suggest?

From these passages, a clear picture emerges:

- The appointment of deacons (or their prototypes) is documented in Acts 6.

- The appointment of elders is explicitly mentioned in Acts 14 and 20.

- The roles were distinct, with deacons primarily serving logistical needs and elders providing spiritual
oversight.

Historical and Theological Context

Understanding early church practices requires considering both biblical texts and early Christian
writings.

Early Christian Writings and Traditions

Historically, early Christian communities seem to have developed a leadership hierarchy that included
both elders (or presbyters) and deacons:

- The Didache (a first-century Christian manual) refers to bishops and deacons.

- Ignatius of Antioch (early 2nd century) emphasizes the roles of bishops and deacons.

- The Apostolic Tradition by Hippolytus also delineates the offices of bishops, presbyters, and deacons.

These sources suggest that by the second century, formalized roles had emerged, with elders or
presbyters serving as spiritual leaders and deacons as ministers of service.

The Distinction Between Deacons and Elders

While the biblical texts in Acts point to the initial appointment of deacons and elders, the roles were
generally distinguished:

- Deacons focused on service and practical needs.

- Elders (or presbyters/bishops) focused on spiritual oversight, teaching, and governance.

Some interpret the early church's structure as a dual leadership model, with elders having authority
over doctrine and discipline, and deacons handling service.



Addressing the Group of Answer Choices

Given the evidence and historical context, let's evaluate the statement:
"Church leadership in Acts consisted of deacons but not elders."

Option A: True

- This would imply that the early church, as depicted in Acts, only had deacons and no elders.
- However, the explicit mention of elders in Acts 14 and 20 contradicts this.

- The appointment of elders indicates their presence as part of church leadership.

Option B: False

- The biblical evidence supports the existence of both deacons (or their prototypes) and elders.
- Acts 6 describes deacons, while Acts 14 and 20 describe elders overseeing churches.

- Historically, early church writings reinforce the presence of both roles.

Conclusion: The statement that church leadership in Acts consisted of deacons but not elders is False.

Implications for Modern Church Leadership Models

Understanding the biblical model of church leadership has practical implications for contemporary
churches. Recognizing the distinct roles of elders and deacons can inform:

- Governance structures.

- Leadership development.

- Ministry organization.

Many denominations adopt a model that reflects this biblical distinction, with elders (or bishops)
providing spiritual oversight and deacons serving practical needs.

Summary and Final Thoughts

- The biblical evidence from Acts demonstrates the early church appointed both deacons and elders.
- Acts 6 describes the appointment of deacons, mainly for service roles.

- Acts 14 and 20 describe the appointment of elders, emphasizing spiritual oversight.

- The roles were distinct but complementary, forming a foundational leadership structure.

Therefore, the assertion that church leadership in Acts consisted of deacons but not elders is
incorrect. The leadership model in Acts was multifaceted, involving both deacons and elders working
together to fulfill the needs of the early Christian communities.



In conclusion, the correct answer is: b. False.
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