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Abstract

In times marked by social inequality, moral decline, and leadership struggles, the biblical
concept of diakonia referring to acts of service or care for others within Christian theology
remains a key principle for Christian leadership and community development. Rooted in the
teachings of Jesus and the early church, diakonia emphasizes servant leadership, social justice,
and selfless service as vital traits for Christian leaders. This study adopts a theological-
hermeneutical approach, interpreting key scripture passages to explore the concept of diakonia
and its relevance for contemporary Christian leadership. Through an analysis of Mark 10:45,
Acts 6:1-4, and 2 Corinthians 5:18, it demonstrates that diakonia extends beyond charity,
representing a transformative approach to leadership, pastoral care, and social engagement.
The study also addresses contemporary challenges faced by Christian leaders and offers
practical strategies for renewing diakonia as a guiding model for ethical leadership and
community work. By reaffirming service as a core element of Christian identity, this research
calls for a renewed commitment to diakonia-led leadership to meet both spiritual and societal

needs today.
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Introduction

Today’s Christian leaders often face tension between church authority and Christ like service.
While many leadership models focus on organisation and control, the biblical concept of
diakonia offers a different view. It is grounded in serving, humility, and sacrifice. The Greek
word diakonia meaning service or ministry, appears throughout the New Testament. It
captures the heart of what it means to follow Christ (Collins, 2002). As churches face social
crises, political unrest, and moral uncertainty, restoring diakonia is no longer optional. It is
essential. Biblically, diakonia is more than helping others or charity. It is a way of life
based on active, self-giving love (Vanier, 2008). The New Testament links diakonia to practical
service (Acts 6:1-4), apostles’ work (2 Corinthians 4:1), and Jesus’ mission of redemption
(Mark 10:45). The Apostle Paul used diakonia to describe both practical work and the believer's
identity as a servant (Romans 12:7; Ephesians 4:12).

Theologically, diakonia is rooted in following Christ’s example of humble service. Karl Barth
said that being in Christ means being in service. Liberation theology views diakonia as a
response to injustice, linking ministry with advocacy and standing with oppressed groups
(Gutiérrez, 2001). Feminist and postcolonial thinkers see diakonia as mutual empowerment,

not just hierarchical charity (Chung, 2005; Phiri & Kim, 2014). In a time when many doubt
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religious institutions, leadership based on humility and service gains trust and depth. Diakonia
shifts leadership from control to building relationships and empowering others (Greenleaf,
2002; Spears, 2010). When leaders act as servants like Jesus did in John 13, washing his
disciples’ feet they send a strong theological message.

Addressing modern problems like clericalism, burnout, and declining moral authority, diakonia
offers a way forward. Leaders who serve can inspire real change in their communities and
beyond, moving beyond simple organisational tasks (Vanier, 2008). In diverse settings,
diakonia helps bridge differences of race, class, and gender through welcome, justice, and
reconciliation. The COVID19 pandemic has also reminded the church of its diakonic role. It
has shown the need for spiritual comfort as well as material aid and advocacy in times of crisis.
This confirms that Christian leadership must be rooted in real human experience, showing
compassion and care. It is about meeting genuine needs with kindness and understanding.

The concept of diakonia, often called service or ministry, is key to understanding Christian
leadership and church work. It covers acts of compassion, serving others, and humble
leadership. These ideas are deeply rooted in the Bible. The roots of diakonia can be found in
the Old Testament, most fully expressed in Jesus’ ministry, and shown in early church life.
Studying these biblical roots gives leaders a model of service based on scripture and church
history. Although the word diakonia mostly appears in the New Testament, its ideas can be
seen in the Old Testament. Justice, kindness, and helping the poor are very important in Israel’s
faith. Leaders were expected to serve, not exploit. For example, Deuteronomy 10:18-19
describes God as one who cares for the orphan, widow, and stranger. Leaders of Israel were
meant to follow this example. Leaders like Moses and David are shown as shepherds caring
for their people, highlighting their servant role. Prophetic voices stress that true faith includes
serving others. Isaiah 58 says fasting should not be just ritual but active charity helping the
hungry and caring for the homeless. Leadership in the Old Testament was about covenant
loyalty and service, not privilege or power.

In the New Testament, diakonia is shown clearly through Jesus Christ. Mark 10:45 (d yap viog
100 dvlpcdmov ovk §lev diaxovnlijvor dlid Siaxovijoor kai SodvaL TRV WoxRv avTod ADTpov
avti rolAdv) says Jesus came to serve, not be served. His life reveals the heart of Christian
leadership. Jesus shows this in countless ways, like washing his disciples’ feet, a task for
servants. This act shows that greatness is about humble service. He also reached out to those
on the margins, like women, sick people, and tax collectors. His actions make diakonia about
inclusion and change in society. Christ's role as a servant also involves sacrifice. His death on
the cross shows true leadership through self-giving love aimed at saving others. This act
redefines authority in God's kingdom not as power but as love expressed through service. The
early church adopted diakonia as a core part of its community and mission.

In Acts 6:1-4 (Ev 0¢ taic fuépaig toitaig tAnBovoviawy t@v uodntdv éyéveto yoyyoouos tav
Elinviotav mpog tovg Efpaiovg, 611 mapeBecwpoivro €v ti] diakovig ti] kobnuepivii ai xijpoi
abTOV. T0TE O€ ECeTpiyay €iS ToVG dekamévte: & ECelélavtes kal éméotnooay of amoarolol, H ebyn
0 avT@V Emayyéluoto Kol Tag dyiag kal ¢ dylag kal Tag dyiag kal to¢ dyiag), the apostles
responded to a social problem neglect of Hellenistic widows by appointing deacons, meaning
servants, to ensure fair distribution of resources. This event marks the formal start of servant
leadership and highlights the practical side of ministry alongside spreading the Gospel. This
decision shows a balance between prayer and service. It teaches that spiritual work and service
are connected and strengthen each other. Serving others became a key way to live out the gospel
in action. Paul also describes ministry as a divine diakonia in 2 Corinthians 5:18 (za d¢ wdvra
&K 00 Ogod T00 KoTaalovtog Nuas ovt® dia Xpiotod kol 00vtog Huiv Tny o1okovioy i
katarlayiig). He says that God, through Christzgave believers the task of reconciliation. This
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view broadens diakonia beyond charity or social justice. It includes the Church’s whole mission
restoring relationships with God and with other people.

The purpose of this article is to rediscover the biblical and theological foundations of diakonia
in order to restore its true meaning and relevance. By revisiting its scriptural origins, the study
encourages Christian leaders to embrace their identity as servants, particularly in the face of
evolving cultural dynamics. It further demonstrates that diakonia remains essential to fostering
strong, faithful, and transformative leadership in the contemporary Church. Christian
leadership goes beyond management or strategy; it is a calling to serve with love. It also seeks
to suggest practical ways for leaders to practice diakonia in different areas. Whether in
churches, schools, or aid work, diakonia helps leaders act fairly, love mercy, and stay humble,
as Micah 6:8 teaches. The main questions explored include: What does the Bible say about
diakonia? How has its meaning changed over time? How can diakonia guide and challenge
current Christian leadership? What steps can leaders take to live out diakonia today?

Diakonia And Today’s Christian Leadership

Servant leadership, based on Jesus’ example, is at the heart of Christian leadership. Jesus
changed what it means to be great. He taught that true greatness comes from serving others,
not dominating them. The life of Jesus was a demonstration of diakonia living for others,
culminating in his sacrifice on the cross. Greenleaf developed the idea of servant leadership
outside faith, but it finds its true meaning in Jesus’ life. Christian leadership should be based
on community, participation, and service, not hierarchy. The early Church saw leaders as
caretakers rather than rulers. Today’s leaders need to recover this view, especially amid issues
like clergy power, celebrity culture, and abuse. Leaders who serve truly reflect the gospel and
do not distort it. Diakonia is at the core of genuine Christian leadership. It is not just a side task
but the foundation of how leaders should act. Leaders must follow high ethical standards. They
should be open, honest, humble, and just. Scandals in some Christian groups show how
important integrity is. Leaders need to act from a sense of divine calling, not personal gain.
They should care about justice, creation, and money management. They also have a duty to
stand up for the oppressed and work for fairness. This makes diakonia relevant beyond church
walls, spreading right action into society. In a world often marked by selfishness and
exploitation, diakonia keeps the Christian message true and powerful.

The practice of diakonia is multidimensional it extends into pastoral care, ecclesial governance,
and every facet of church ministry. In pastoral care, diakonia is seen in the empathetic and
sacrificial presence of the shepherd, walking with the flock through suffering and joy (Swinton,
2007). Genuine pastoral care resists commodification and prioritizes spiritual formation,
healing, and holistic wellbeing (Doehring, 2015). In governance, diakonia subverts
authoritarianism and instead models participatory decision making. The early Church in Acts
6 appointed deacons (diakonoi) not to rule but to serve the community’s needs. Modern church
governance, often influenced by corporate models, must return to this servant-based structure
that promotes inclusivity and spiritual discernment (Osmer, 2008). In ministry, diakonia
involves helping others through social outreach, guiding disciples, teaching, and performing
sacraments. It is a calling that combines speaking and serving. Preaching must be paired with
acts of service, reflecting Christ’s example. Church leaders need to see ministry as being
present with the poor, the suffering, and those who are forgotten.

Challenges To Diakonia In The 21st Century

Diakonia comes from a Greek word meaning service and is a core part of what it means to be
Christian. It is both a religious idea and a practical act. It calls the church to follow Christ’s
example of humble service. But in the modern world, the church faces serious challenges that
threaten the true meaning and impact of diakepia. This study looks at three main problems:
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leadership issues and moral failings within the church, rising social inequality and the church’s
declining role in community support, and misunderstandings of what diakonia means today.
According to Ford (2013), the trust in diakonia depends on honest church leaders. Many face
a crisis of leadership marked by moral failings, financial scandals, and authoritarian styles.
These problems harm the church’s reputation and weaken its voice on issues of justice and
service. Scandals involving church leaders, such as sexual misconduct and corruption, have
shocked many and lessen the church’s moral authority. Leaders who focus on gaining status
rather than serving others go against the core idea of diakonia, which is about servant leadership
based on Christ’s example. When leaders chase personal fame or wealth instead of helping
others, diakonia becomes distorted and less effective (Kim, S. 2017).

The rise of celebrity pastors and prosperity teachings has shifted focus away from serving
others. Instead, it promotes chasing success and wealth. This change moves the church away
from its humble calling and makes it about influence and money. Such trends pull church
leaders farther from the real needs of the communities they serve (Nouwen, 2005). Another
challenge is the church’s reduced ability to fight social inequality. In the past, especially in the
Global South, the church played a big role in providing education, healthcare, and social help.
Today, economic policies and growing inequality make this harder. Many churches still do
charity work, but critics say these efforts often lack a bigger plan to create real change. If church
work stays at the level of charity alone, it only treats the symptoms of poverty without tackling
its root causes. The church is called to move beyond charity and become active in changing
laws, empowering communities, and supporting fairer systems (Vanier, J. 2008).

Some churches also work too closely with political powers. This can weaken their voice and
ability to challenge injustice. When churches stay silent on issues like racism, sexism, or
economic exploitation, they give up their role as helpers and voices for justice. This goes
against their calling to be the salt and light in the world. The term's reduction and
misinterpretation in contemporary Christian praxis is another barrier to real diakonia. Diakonia
is stripped of its theological and ecclesial depth in many modern contexts, when it is narrowly
defined as volunteer work, charitable endeavors, or auxiliary women's ministry (Phiri & Nadar,
2010).

This constrained perspective ignores diakonia as a fundamental manifestation of the character
and purpose of the Church. Diakonia should not be viewed as an afterthought, but rather as
something that is "integrated in the liturgy, theology, and ecclesiology of the Church,”
according to Hopflinger (2005). Additionally, diakonia is disconnected from its biblical
mission of systemic service, justice, and transformation when it is equated with isolated acts
of kindness (Bosch, 2011). The commodification of service, in which ministries use social
outreach as a means of church expansion or branding, is another example of misconception. In
these situations, diakonia ceases to be a genuine expression of Christ's love for the weak and
turns into a marketing tactic (Agbiji, 2019). Furthermore, certain traditions view clerical
leadership as exclusively liturgical or doctrinal, whereas diakonia has been restricted to laity
alone. The priesthood of all believers, which summons all Christians to active service, is
undermined by this clericalization of theology, which separates service from the pulpit (1 Peter
2:9).

Diakonia Revitalization For Effective Leadership

Church leaders must first experience a theological reformation in their conception of
leadership, moving away from power and authority and toward selflessness and service.
Preaching and instructing a theology of service that prioritizes mutuality, humility, and
compassion is part of this (Hunter, 2004). Christ's washing of the disciples' feet (John 13), in
which the greatest became the servant of everygye, should serve as the paradigm for leadership.
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By implementing lower structures that provide shared leadership and collaborative decision
making, churches can structurally incorporate diakonia (Van Gelder, 2007). Pastors, elders,
and deacons must serve as shepherds and stewards rather than CEOs (1 Peter 5:2-3), placing a
strong emphasis on responsibility and teamwork.

Growth, money, or social media influence are frequently used to gauge a church's success. A
diakonia oriented approach redefines success in terms of transformation, service impact, and
discipleship. Community involvement, volunteer mobilization, and members' spiritual
development are a few examples of potential metrics (Barna, 2021). A change in church culture
that sees all members as ministers is necessary for effective diakonia (Eph. 4:11-13). A culture
where every gift is activated in service must be modeled and supported by leaders, not only in
the pulpit but also in homes, workplaces, and public spaces (Banks & Ledbetter, 2004).

Curriculum in Bible colleges and seminaries needs to be refocused on practical theology and
servant leadership. Academic rigor, spiritual development, volunteer work, and mentoring
should all be incorporated into formation programs (Stevens, 2012). Internships at hospitals,
shelters, or prison ministries are examples of field based learning that helps prospective leaders
build their sensitivity and practical abilities. According to Osmer (2008), experiential learning
promotes a theology of the cross and harmonizes theory and practice.

Intentional mentorship programs that allow seasoned leaders to mentor newcomers on the path
to diakonia must be established by churches. A scriptural example of how to produce servant
leaders can be seen in Paul's discipleship of Timothy (2 Timothy 2:2). Church leaders need to
continue their education by attending workshops on conflict resolution, emotional intelligence,
and community involvement. Such instruction guarantees that they maintain their humility and
prepare them to lead adaptably in a variety of situations (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). Christian
leadership in the future will be more about vulnerability than visibility. Leaders that represent
diakonia will influence not via charisma but through character and compassion (Wilkes, 1998).
Leaders must navigate complexity while adhering firmly to servant values as the church
interacts with more pluralistic societies. Diakonia prepares leaders to serve across generational
and cultural divides, confront injustice, and create bridges (Bosch, 2011).

With the advent of digital ministry, diakonia must likewise find expression online. Instead of
dominating or performing, leaders should use digital platforms to connect, teach, and serve
(Campbell, 2020). Online prayer groups, virtual therapy, and servant led digital content are
examples of diakonia in the 21st century. Lastly, cooperation between denominations and
international alliances are essential for the future of Christian leadership. In order to react to
poverty, war, and climate injustice with Christ like service, Diakonia unites churches across
theological divides (World Council of Churches, 2017).

Conclusion

The biblical idea of service, or diakonia, has been confirmed by this study to be a fundamental
aspect of Christian leadership rather than an add-on. Using examples from both the Old and
New Testaments, we found that the first leadership models were focused on communal care
and selfless service, from the servant hearted Moses (Exodus 18:13-27) to the suffering servant
in Isaiah (Isaiah 53). By serving others in a modest manner, Jesus Christ, the incarnation Logos,
redefined excellence in leadership (Mark 10:45; John 13:1-17), making diakonia the standard
for divine leadership. This mentality was demonstrated by the early church in Acts 6:1-7,
where the diaconate was established in response to real world community needs, combining
social care with spiritual supervision. The gospel message's legitimacy and vitality were
guaranteed by this combination of Word and deed (Acts 2:42-47). Scholarly voices have
stressed this interdependence of proclamatiogggnd service (Marshall, 2004; Nouwen, 2005;
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Osmer, 2008), asking for a return to a servant leader model that stresses justice, compassion,
and relational integrity. The urgent need to reexamine diakonia as a theological and practical
anchor is further highlighted by the current leadership difficulties in the church, which are
characterized by clericalism, moral failure, and a detachment from marginalized populations.
According to recent research, servant leadership based on biblical diakonia offers prophetic
relevance in a fractured society in addition to ecclesiastical renovation (Greenleaf, 2002;
Wright, 2010; Vanhoozer, 2015; Keener, 2020).

Recommendation

Given these revelations, this study makes a strong recommendation for contemporary Christian
leaders, including theologians, missionaries, lay leaders, and pastors, to reaffirm diakonia as
their primary calling. The church has to transition from status driven, hierarchical leadership
structures to relational, participatory models that are modeled after Christ's example of foot
washing humility (Philippians 2:5-11). Diaconal leadership is necessary for both societal effect
and ecclesial integrity; it is not optional. Thus, the development of servant leaders must be
given top priority in theological education by emphasizing spiritual formation, community
involvement, and public theology in curricula (Banks & Ledbetter, 2004; Coakley, 2013).
Churches ought to fund leadership development initiatives that gauge success based on fidelity
in service, support for the downtrodden, and dedication to the least fortunate among us, rather
than just attendance or influence (Matthew 25:31-46).

Additionally, diaconal ministries should be purposefully empowered by denominational bodies
and mission organizations, enabling leaders to act as intermediaries between the church and a
suffering world. The inclusive and flexible character of diakonia is shown in the promotion of
gender inclusive leadership, bivocational ministry models, and cross cultural service (Yong,
2010; Gorman, 2015; Padilla DeBorst, 2018).

To sum up, reviving diakonia in Christian leadership is a prophetic effort of reorientation rather
than just a sentimental return to early church traditions. It calls on the leaders of today to follow
Christ's example not in title, but in towel and basin. In addition to rediscovering who she really
is, the church will reengage her prophetic mission in a world that is in pain as she reclaims her
servant position.
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