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What is peer discipleship? 

Peer discipleship is a term Xenos elders created to describe a non-hierarchical 

approach to purposeful investment through regular “hangouts” between friends of 

roughly equal age in the Lord. In peer discipleship, two or three adults meet to 

disciple each other. It’s not just hanging out to gossip or shoot the breeze. In peer 

discipleship, the partners commit to work to build each other up in the Lord, to 

equip each other for ministry, to support each other’s personal lives, while growing 

closer to God together. 

We believe peer discipleship is a good direction to exert effort in slower 

growing adult house churches. Several years ago, we saw that some of these groups 

had very low levels of discipleship in progress. When we asked why people 

weren’t discipling, they pointed out that almost everyone in their groups had 

already been discipled — their members were ten to twenty years old in the Lord. 

In their mind, these people no longer needed the guidance of a disciple-maker. 

While we could see how they got that view, we also saw clear discrepancies. 

For one thing, the goal of disciple making is for the disciples to win and deliver 

their own disciples. But in these groups, new disciple makers had not been 

delivered in most cases. So it was evident that any previous discipleship was not 

adequate. 

We also felt resistant to the notion that people reach a point where they no 

longer need to meet weekly with someone for study, sharing and prayer. If they 

aren’t able to do this with a young believer, then why not with a peer? Those of us 

who have the good fortune to meet weekly with several young believers know the 

edification and blessing we derive from those times. But most of us still also meet 

with peers. It seems unlikely to us that people ever reach a point where they no 

longer need such times of focused friendship investment. 

As we argue below, we think the spiritual health of adult groups could be 

massively upgraded by fostering widespread peer discipleship. 

Benefits 

Ministry is a means of growth 

People who lose access to young believers whom they can disciple often begin 

to feel like they don’t have a ministry anymore. They could join into assorted 

service projects or do some volunteering, but it’s not as intense, as personal, or as 

complex as making disciples. When interviewing mature believers in groups where 

discipleship has gone into eclipse, we detected a malaise — a low-level loss of 

excitement and sense of purpose. We also noticed people felt a sense of nostalgia 

for earlier times when ministry, especially discipleship, was more abundant and 

fruitful. 

Jesus said he had food to eat that his disciples didn’t understand. Then he 

explained, “My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to accomplish His 



work” (John 4:43). You aren’t going to grow far spiritually unless you regularly 

consume the food that is ministry. What you get out of ministry is directly tied to 

what you put in. If ministry is no more than occasional volunteering, you aren’t 

going to feel the full impact God has in mind for you. 

Making disciples requires regular, serious investment in others. It’s confusing, 

difficult and demanding. It includes not only time hanging out, but also time alone 

with God praying through your next steps and gaining discernment. You spend 

time “considering how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds” (Hebrews 

10:24). This intercession for a close friend is one of the key ways disciple-making 

builds you up. 

Friendship 

If you belong to a house church or small group, you probably have friends 

there. But in most groups, those friendships aren’t as deep as they could be. Even 

with decades-long friendships, if you’re not purposefully investing, the relationship 

may languish. Light social talk isn’t the same as discipleship. 

Consider some of the elements in peer discipleship that could deepen your 

friendship: 

• Opening up about struggles you’re both having 

• Disclosing what’s really on your mind 

• Talks about where your kids are at in their lives 

• Studying a controversial book together and discussing what you think 

about it 

• Reviewing each other’s history with God 

• Strategizing about how to build or rekindle ministry 

• Assessing and working on ways to strengthen the home church 

• Sharing insights or messages you have been receiving from God 

• Discussing mutual friends in your group and how you could build them 

up 

• Sharing ideas for the next step of growth in each other’s lives 

• Praying together each time you meet, both for each other and for others 

If you devote time for a hangout each week where you engage in these kinds of 

activities, it’s highly likely that your friendship will deepen. As a friendship 

deepens, it becomes more and more rewarding. And, because it’s self-reinforcing, 

easier and easier. Before long you’ll find yourself looking forward to your times 

together as a high point in the week. 

Mutual accountability 

James says, “Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that 

you may be healed” (James 5:16). Temptation and sin are always lurking, and if 

you’re serious about progressing spiritually, you quickly realize you need help. 



Resisting sin on your own is too difficult. Part of the dynamics of fellowship is our 

ability to strengthen each other in our battle with sin. 

We also need help maintaining motivation. The idea that, “I can progress well 

on my own,” is far from the biblical view. Everywhere we go in the New 

Testament it’s always the people of God living out their faith with each other in 

community. We need reminders at times, and we need someone to raise questions. 

Just knowing that your friend is interested in how you’re doing makes life easier 

and more successful. 

Believers should want and enjoy a reasonable amount of friendship 

accountability. It’s not like someone’s looking over your shoulder all the time. But 

serious believers know we need to meet with each other for the strength it gives. 

An engaged community 

One of the most dramatic benefits of peer discipleship is its potential impact on 

your group. 

The subjective witness of the people of God 

Xenos is an amazingly effective church when it comes to evangelism. Each 

year, hundreds of people come to faith, including many from the “hardcore 

unchurched” — those who hate the idea of church and God. Any survey of a group 

of ten or more Xenos members will reveal that most of them met Christ in Xenos. 

By far, most of these conversions happen in the following way: Someone 

meets a person at work, or in the neighborhood, or at school. They befriend that 

person, and before long it comes out that the believer is part of a Bible study group, 

house church, friendship group, or community; however the person describes it. At 

that point, the believer invites his or her friend to check it out. Sometimes this 

process is enhanced by outreach events or social gatherings, where the new person 

can meet the people of God. In any case, the purpose is to bring the new person into 

contact with the group. There, the group gradually introduces the new person to 

Christ. 

The reason for this order can be observed at any baptism or other venue where 

people are sharing their spiritual histories. Over and over again people share that 

when they met the people of God, they sensed something special, and decided to 

stay around to investigate further. What they sense is love. Most go on to explain 

that they sensed a special level of love in the group. This is in line with New 

Testament teaching that the love God’s people have for each other is a strong 

apologetic. 

The problem is, this sense of closeness and love cannot be faked. If a group 

isn’t actively investing into their friendships with each other, guests will find the 

group unremarkable. They probably won’t return. Student groups are at great 

advantage here because they live together in ministry houses. Married members of 

student groups know they have to take the initiative to set up time with others 

outside regular meetings in order to keep the friendships active. The result is an 

engaged, friendly, loving ethos in the home church. All experience shows that we 

need to work on our relationships if we want them to be deep and strong. That 

doesn’t just happen. 



For adult workers longing to see their home churches regain momentum and 

growth, here is a promising direction to exert energy. While elevating home church 

ethos is not the main reason for peer discipleship, we believe it would benefit. 

Belonging 

All humans feel the need to belong. Belonging to a family makes us feel 

secure, even though American families tend to disperse as time goes on. But we 

also have the family of God. Believers in the New Testament called each other 

“brother” and “sister.” God is our father. 

Belonging gives us a sense of connectedness rather than being a drifting 

individual. Belonging gives us our social “bearings” through the network of 

relationships in our lives. But even though our belonging to the people of God is a 

divine fact, we have to take steps to live out that reality. Failure to invest results in 

disengagement and loss of the sense of belonging. The home church becomes 

boring. It’s no longer clear why you need to attend regularly. 

A practical path 

Suppose you take an interest in moving your group toward peer discipleship. 

What would be a reasonable pathway? 

Reflect 

Spend some time thinking and praying about it. Could this be God’s will for 

your group? For you? Before worrying about what others are going to do, or what 

various leaders will think, the important thing is whether you feel led to try this. To 

be fair, you should be willing to devote not less than six months to the project. Less 

than this would not be giving it a fair chance. 

Select 

If you get the feeling God would like you to try peer discipleship, you need to 

begin thinking about a suitable partner. Think through the people in your group. 

Who would you like to meet with and befriend at a deeper level through peer 

discipleship? Remember, this isn’t a popularity contest. You’re not just looking for 

someone you want to be around. You’re really thinking about who you can imagine 

being able to help. Discipleship is not clinging onto someone for support or even 

social company. Rather, you are planning to give out love through instruction, 

encouragement, counsel, and prayer. Of course, you’ll hopefully be receiving these 

things as well. 

You should really think of two or three possible partners, because you can’t 

reasonably assume that the first person you approach will agree. Talk to friends in 

your group about what you’re considering, and see what they think. Remember, 

there’s no reason you couldn’t meet with more than one person. Some people like 

three-way meetings for peer discipleship. Others meet with two or more friends at 

different times. 

Invite 

Think about how you’re going to propose the project. Probably something 

straightforward like, “What would you think about meeting with me to try this peer 

discipleship thing?” and, “I figured we could meet before home church [or for a 



long lunch, during discipleship café hours, or for brunch Saturdays, etc.].” It 

probably wouldn’t hurt to suggest, “Let’s try it for a few months, and if we don’t 

like it we can forget about it.” And, “I think it’s important that we both feel like it’s 

a good fit.” You could also suggest thinking about it for a week or two. 

I do not suggest meeting bi-weekly. While a bi-weekly meeting would be 

better than nothing, it is not sufficient to build a friendship at this level, in my 

opinion. Pick a place and time, and arrange that no text is necessary unless you’re 

going to miss. This meeting needs to be so regular that you don’t need to wonder if 

either of you will show up. 

Meet:  

When you get together the first time, maybe discuss any ideas the two of you 

have for your time. Normally, discipleship meetings consist of three things: 

1) Catching up. Here you follow up on earlier discussions, updating known 

things going on in each others’ lives, or just sharing something that happened that 

week. Maybe there was a development in home church. 

2) Study. You should be pursuing study together; otherwise, the time tends to 

degrade into a social chat session. That’s not discipleship. In peer discipleship, you 

need to have a challenge before you, goals you are pursuing. One goal we all could 

pursue is deepening our knowledge of the word, theology, and ministry.  

Some reading could be review. Maybe you read a book a long time ago, and 

want to refresh your memory. Previously read books are also good for inspiration 

and conviction. Maybe set a goal to re-read the whole Xenos-authored corpus of 

books (something like fifteen now). Avoid boring study. It’s not unusual to stop 

partway through a book if it isn’t interesting. Of course, you could work through a 

Bible book, but I don’t recommend really difficult, long books like Jeremiah for 

discipleship study. You don’t want to get bogged down. Make sure you’re getting 

something out of the reading every week. 

3) Turning to God together. After reading, you’ll find it much easier to discuss 

your own and others’ spiritual lives. That naturally leads to a time of prayer. 

Always end with prayer. I don’t think it has to be real long. Just laying everything 

you’ve discussed before God, and interceding for the home church or others is 

sufficient. 

Other helpful ideas 

• Keeping a notebook or file for recording findings in the reading or 

things to pray for is not a bad idea. Being able to review points of 

insight or progress during past months and years is encouraging. 

• Share with others in your group how things are going with your peer 

discipleship meeting(s). Hearing positive stories is encouraging, and 

will help your friends to stick at it. 

• As it dawns on you that you’re enjoying meeting with your partner, be 

sure to share how you feel. A simple, “I’m realizing I enjoy meeting 

with you, and I feel closer to you as a friend,” could be an important 

boost to your time. 



• Always pray beforehand, asking God what you could bring up. You 

might not get an answer at that moment, but after prayer it seems that 

ideas do come up, maybe at the time you meet. 

• Think of something positive to share. Negatives abound, and you may 

need to mourn those at times. But creative sharing of positive thoughts 

or events is edifying. 

• Thanking God for your partner is a critical activity that opens the door 

to more insight and enjoyment. Cultivate this practice! 

Peer Discipleship Counts 

In Xenos, we believe that the key to success in ministry is getting in line with 

what God is doing or wants to do. When God backs your ministry, good things will 

happen. We also believe people should learn how to follow God’s leading and 

access his power at lower levels before being entrusted with higher levels. 

For instance, a person interested in teaching the word has a clear path to 

success. First, learn to teach the word to yourself by learning to practice the things 

God’s word teaches. Next, if that’s going well, learn to teach another. This is 

discipleship, including peer discipleship. Those who do well at making disciples 

are the best suited to teach larger groups like cell groups. If that goes well, teaching 

home church makes sense. Good home church teachers are the best choice to teach 

larger assemblies like classes, sphere functions, or central teachings. 

A leadership-caliber ministry is also required for recognition for the Servant 

Team. Deacons need to have personal ministry and the testimony of their group 

that they are sacrificial servants. They need to demonstrate that God’s hand is on 

their ministry. Peer discipleship could be a vital link in this chain, provided the 

discipling is real and fruitful. 

Like any high order ministry, peer discipleship is accountable. Workers need to 

be ready to explain to ministry colleagues what they are studying, what progress 

they see, and their main directions of effort to see change. You will need to be able 

to discuss your ministry in order to benefit from the advice and insight of 

coworkers. At the same time, those responsible for the home church need to know 

that their members are covered by quality, well thought out discipleship. 

Remember, peer discipleship is not a short-term ministry strategy. Although 

some fruit may be borne immediately, most of the fruit only develops over years of 

investment. 


