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Thought Leadership Series 

The Deacon and the 
Volunteer 
Why the Distinction Between Deacon and Volunteer Matters and 
What Is Lost When It Is Ignored 

Most congregations have both, and from the outside they can look nearly identical. But the church has 

maintained a distinction between these two roles for good reason. When it collapses, something is lost for 

the people involved and for the congregation they serve. This piece names the distinction and gives 

leadership a framework for honoring both roles well. 

They Both Serve. That Is Where the Similarity Ends. 

From the outside, the deacon and the volunteer can look nearly identical. The difference is not visible 
in what they do on a given Sunday. It is visible in what the church has asked them to be. 

Walk through the life of most congregations on any given week and you will find both at work. Someone stacking 

chairs after the service. Someone delivering meals to a homebound member. Someone organizing the food 

pantry, managing the parking lot, greeting at the door, running the sound board. In many of these cases you 

could not tell by watching whether you were looking at a deacon or a volunteer. The tasks overlap. The spirit of 

service may be identical. The visible output is often the same. 

The deacon is an office. The volunteer is a function. Confusing them does not elevate the volunteer. It does not 

simplify the church. What it does, reliably, is diminish both. 

 

The difference between a deacon and a volunteer is not the work they do. It is what the 
church has recognized them to be, what it has asked of them, and what it holds them 
accountable to. 

What Makes the Deacon Role an Office 

An office is not a title. It is a recognized position within an institutional structure, carrying defined 
responsibilities, established qualifications, and mutual accountability between the individual and the 
body that appointed them. 

The word office carries weight that casual usage has largely worn away. In the New Testament context and in 

healthy ecclesiology, an office is a specific thing: a recognized role within the church’s governance structure, to 

which a person is formally appointed, against which they are evaluated, and from which they can be removed. The 

deacon office has all of these characteristics. 

None of this is true of the volunteer role; nor should it be. A volunteer is someone who contributes their time and 

energy to a task the church needs done. They may do it with extraordinary faithfulness and skill. They may serve 

for decades. They may be among the most beloved figures in the congregation. But they have not been examined 
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against a set of qualifications, publicly appointed to a recognized office, or placed under a structured 

accountability relationship with the church’s leadership. They have offered to help. The church has gratefully 

received that offer. 

 

A volunteer who serves faithfully for twenty years is not automatically a deacon. They are 
a faithful volunteer. That is its own honorable and necessary thing; and it does not 
require the title of deacon to be significant. 

How The Confusion Happens 

It rarely begins with a deliberate decision. It begins with a drift that seems harmless at each 
individual step. 

The Reward Pattern 

A church member has served faithfully as a volunteer for many years. Their contribution is genuine and significant. 

The church wants to honor them. The deacon title is extended as a form of recognition; a way of saying, in effect, 

that their service has been seen and valued. The intention is entirely good. The problem is that the title now 

carries institutional weight that was never established through the qualification and appointment process the 

office requires. The person may be wonderful. But they are now a deacon by reward rather than by appointment, 

and the church has no clear basis for the accountability that the office is supposed to carry. 

The Staffing Pattern 

A ministry area has a practical need. A willing person is available. The church, wanting to signal the importance of 

the role and motivate the individual, designates them a deacon for that area. The deacon title functions here as an 

organizational tool rather than a recognition of an ecclesial office. The result is a proliferation of deacon 

designations that carry no consistent meaning, no shared set of qualifications, and no coherent accountability 

structure. When the title means everything, it means nothing. 

The Gradient Pattern 

In some churches there is an implicit understanding that committed volunteers eventually become deacons, and 

deacons eventually become elders, as a natural progression of church involvement. This gradient model collapses 

three genuinely distinct categories into a single ladder of institutional advancement. It misunderstands what each 

role is, creates the wrong expectations for volunteers who serve faithfully, and treats the deacon and elder offices 

as career stages rather than distinct callings with distinct qualifications and distinct governance functions. 

 

The Cost to the Volunteer 

When the deacon title is extended informally or used as a recognition tool, it does not simply affect the 

institutional clarity of the office. It also does something to the volunteer who receives it. They now occupy a 

role whose actual requirements were never communicated to them, whose accountability structure was 

never established, and whose boundaries were never defined. If something goes wrong in their ministry area, 

they have the title of an office without the support structure that should accompany it. The church has given 

them a designation without giving them what the designation requires. 
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What Each Role Actually Requires 

Clarity about the difference is not a bureaucratic exercise. It is the foundation for honoring both roles 
appropriately. 

The deacon and the volunteer are not in competition. They are complementary expressions of the church’s service 

life, and both are genuinely necessary. What the church owes each of them is clarity about what the role is and 

what it is not before the person steps into it. 

What the Volunteer Role Requires 

A volunteer needs a clear description of the task they are being asked to do, a point of contact for questions and 

support, and enough orientation to serve effectively and safely. They are not required to meet a formal set of 

qualifications, submit to a structured accountability relationship, or commit to a defined term of service. They are 

contributing their time and capacity. The church’s responsibility is to receive that contribution well; with clear 

direction, genuine appreciation, and appropriate oversight of the ministry area itself, even if not of the individual 

volunteer. 

What the Deacon Office Requires 

A deacon needs something more structured and more demanding. They need to be evaluated against the biblical 

qualifications before appointment; not as a formality, but as a genuine assessment of whether this person’s 

character, household, and reputation are consistent with what the office carries. They need a defined scope of 

service, a clear reporting relationship, and a regular accountability rhythm with church leadership. They need to 

understand that the office belongs to the church, that their ministry area is not their personal domain, and that 

the appointment carries real accountability that can include removal if the qualifications are no longer met. 

None of this makes the deacon role less about service. It makes it more about service; service that the church has 

examined, authorized, structured, and committed to support. A deacon who has been appointed through a real 

process, given a real scope, and placed in a real accountability relationship is freer to serve well than one who 

received a title without any of that foundation. 

 

Honoring the volunteer means giving them what they need to serve well. Honoring the 
deacon means giving the office what it requires to function well. These are different things 
and a church that knows the difference is better positioned to do both. 

A Diagnostic for Church Leadership 

These questions are designed to help leadership teams assess whether their church’s current practice 
maintains a meaningful distinction between the two roles. 

Work through these as a leadership team. The goal is not to evaluate individuals but to assess whether the 

structures currently in place give both roles what they require to function well. 

 

 Could your leadership articulate, clearly and consistently, what distinguishes a deacon from a faithful long-

term volunteer in your congregation? 

 Have any of your current deacons been appointed primarily as a form of recognition for their volunteer 

service, rather than through a qualification-based evaluation process? 
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 Does the word deacon mean the same thing across all its uses in your church or has it become a general 

designation for significant service contributors regardless of how they were appointed? 

 Do your volunteers have what they actually need to serve well: clear task descriptions, a support contact, 

and genuine appreciation or is the absence of formal structure leaving them under-equipped? 

 When you think about your most faithful volunteers, is there a risk that the absence of formal recognition 

has communicated that their contribution is less valued than it actually is? 

 Is there a pathway in your church from faithful volunteer service to formal deacon consideration; one that 

involves genuine evaluation rather than automatic progression? 

 

If these questions surface some drift between the ideal and the current practice, the response does not need to be 

dramatic. It begins with a clear internal definition of both roles, a review of current designations against that 

definition, and a commitment to use the deacon title going forward only when the appointment process behind it 

has been followed. Both roles are better served by that clarity than by the comfortable ambiguity that has allowed 

them to blur. 

A Closing Word 

The church needs both. It serves neither well by pretending they are the same thing. 

Volunteers are the daily breath of congregational life. They deserve to be treated as what they are: essential 

contributors whose service is genuinely significant, whether or not it ever carries a formal title. The volunteer does 

not need to be elevated to a formal office to be honored. They need to be seen, equipped, and thanked. Deacons 

are something else. Not more important, but differently constituted. They have been examined, appointed, 

authorized, and held accountable in a way that volunteer service is not. That is not a statement about the relative 

worth of what they do. It is a statement about the structure within which they do it. 

 

The deacon is an office. The volunteer is a function. Confusing them does not elevate the 
volunteer or simplify the church. It diminishes both; quietly, gradually, and in ways that 
are entirely preventable. 

 

Stewardship Advisors Can Help 

Stewardship Advisors helps churches clarify the distinction between formal offices and volunteer roles, 

design appointment processes that honor both, and build the governance structures that allow each to 

function well. If your church is ready to think carefully about its deacon ministry, our Before You Start a 

Deacon Ministry Reference Guide provides biblical foundation, qualification checklists, role definition 

templates, and onboarding and review tools. 

 

Available at stewardshipadvisors.co/resources 

This piece is part of the Stewardship Advisors Thought Leadership Series. Visit our resources page for the 

full library. 

 


