
Responding to Discipleship Objections 
 

This paper aims to supply some helpful ideas for responding to common objections to discipleship in adult 

ministry.  For material on the broader topic of getting discipleship started (which is not the aim of this 

paper), check out Organic Disciple Making Chapter 3. 

 

Adult audiences sometimes have an aversion to the idea of discipleship at first blush.  On the one 

hand, discipleship is not for everyone, so we shouldn’t feel the need to push people into discipleship who 

don’t want it.  On the other hand, instinctive rejection of discipleship is often rooted in misconceptions, 

assumptions, and lack of information.  In truth, there are probably far more adults who could substantially 

benefit from being discipled than realize it; the vast majority of adults in fact!  Discipleship is for adults.  

But we will need to do the work of making the case, and presenting it in a way that is relevant and 

appropriate for adult audiences.  Our wish is that every Christian could see discipleship for what it is: an 

awesome provision from God, a sweet privilege and a noble pursuit for every follower of Christ.  We have 

seen that when a strong discipleship ethos takes root in a group, God’s hand is freed to transform lives 

and bear fruit in incredible ways.   

Most adults will probably have at least one or two points of resistance when it comes to 

discipleship.  We shouldn’t be surprised or discouraged about that.  Nor should we be too hasty to write 

the person off as “unwilling” just because discipleship doesn’t intuitively appeal to them at the outset.  

Instead, we should patiently wade in there and see if God has anything in store.   

We need to be selective about who we invest our time in.  But in the case of adults, the reality is 

most will not be open to considering discipleship without at least a touch of persuasion, and we should 

anticipate that fact.  In many cases, a little vision about what discipleship is and what it has to offer, 

coupled with some exploration of people’s objections can awaken curiosity and even excitement about 

discipleship. You may be surprised how even a minor effort here can sometimes open a door wide to 

discipleship that previously seemed closed.   

While there may be a variety of reasons adults are “turned off” by the idea of discipleship, we 

have found that objections usually fall into three general categories, all of which are great topics to 

explore with potential disciples.  What belies most resistance to discipleship is a combination of: 

 

 1) Negative misconceptions about what discipleship is 

 2) Not seeing personal need for discipleship 

 3) Good old fashioned pride 

 

We will need to be ready to engage thoughtfully with all three of these areas.  Be patient; ask 

good questions and listen.  Don’t be pushy.  High pressure tactics will not work with adults, and if they do 

(for some reason), the outcome would be bad anyway.  Results will always be negative if someone enters 

into discipleship without really wanting to.   

First, it will be important to be clear about what we mean when we say “discipleship.” In essence, 

discipleship refers to a friendship between two Christians, with the added feature of a commitment to 

meet regularly and work toward spiritual maturity.  This usually includes study, counsel, coaching, and 

prayer.  But the key ingredient is intentionality: we are meeting with a purpose; to work together toward 

spiritual goals.   



For the purposes of this paper, discipleship can refer to Peer or Mentor discipleship.  Mentor 

Discipleship describes a friendship where a relatively more mature Christian meets with a younger 

Christian to help them move toward spiritual maturity.  Peer Discipleship refers to a friendship in which 

two Christians of similar maturity meet to help one another along in spiritual growth.  Peer discipleship 

can take place between Christians at any stage of maturity, and is often a great fit in adult ministry.  We 

shouldn’t feel the need to make a razor sharp distinction in describing any particular discipleship 

relationship.  Good adult discipleship usually has a collaborative “peer” flavor, even if one party is 

substantially further along than another.   

It may be necessary to help the person see specific blind spots or areas where they lack maturity.  

Don’t be condescending or negative about their starting place; make sure to acknowledge the progress 

they have already made.  People are often scared to admit they have gaps in their maturity or training.  

We need to coax them out into the light, making sure they know it’s safe to admit their need to grow 

under grace, and that it’s not going to result in sudden pressure or humiliation.  The Discipleship 

Conversation Starter is designed specifically for this purpose, to tease out areas of needed growth in a 

diplomatic way.  You could offer to go through it together for each other and see what God brings up.  If 

you find some areas in which one or both of you want to grow, you can say “want to meet and work on 

these together?”  

If pride is the obstacle, it may have to be challenged directly.  If the person’s attitude is something 

like “How dare you suggest that I need discipled,” that betrays a prideful attitude.  We all need to grow, 

and since none of us have “arrived” spiritually, we shouldn’t feel obligated to accommodate one 

another’s pride.  Under the realities of grace, submitting to and receiving from others is par for the 

course.  

You can always offer to try it for a short period of time, or leave the invitation on the table for 

them to consider down the road.  And don’t forget your own testimony!  Sometimes sharing your own 

story about how discipleship has been a blessing to you can help erode some of their fears and 

misconceptions.   

 

 

Common Objections to Discipleship for Adults 

 

Consider some ways adults may be inclined to complete the following statement:   
 

“Discipleship is not for me because ____________________________” 
 

“I’m already pretty satisfied with where I am spiritually.  I’m content and well-fed as it is.”  

• We’ll interact with this objection first because it is at the heart of many of the other common 

objections.   

• The issue here might be unawareness about the lofty vision God has for us as His disciples.  This 

person may simply not realize the scope and potential of the work God has set out to do in our 

lives.  It could be helpful to explore passages about God’s plan for us (like Eph 2:10, 4:13-16, Phil 

1:6, etc.) and to ask questions about where the person sees God ultimately taking them in their 

life.  “Why settle for ‘fed,’ when the bible describes a much more ambitious picture: growth, 

progress, transformation, and fruit?” 



• Based on the NT picture, it’s pretty hard to embrace the idea that we ever really “arrive” as 

Christians. “Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: 

forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal 

for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil 3:13,14).  Most people will back away 

from the position that they are “done” growing if you press them on it.  

• You could dig deeper on what they mean by “satisfied.” Do they mean they have accomplished all 

their spiritual goals and ambitions?  Do they mean they’re just not really sure what else they 

could do? Do they ever feel stuck or aimless?  

• A positive approach could be to cast a vision for the person.  “You’re doing well enough, but I can 

see a really exciting vision for how God could use you if you decided to ‘excel still more’ (1 Thess 

4:1).”  

• An important need here is to help the person see areas where they still need to gain maturity and 

equipping.  This should be approached in truth and grace.  Consider using the Discipleship 

Conversation Starter to help bring these areas to light.   

• This objection could be a façade that covers deeper points of resistance.  Maybe the real issue 

here is the pride, which bristles at the notion I might have anything lacking.  Maybe a controversy 

with God has them on the sideline.  Maybe they have compromised their spiritual priorities with 

worldly ones.  It could also be a symptom of discouragement.  Have they just given up on making 

progress because they feel stuck? They may need encouraged not to give up, and the fact that 

you haven’t given up on them may be just the thing they need to begin to shake off Satan’s lies! 

 

“I don’t’ need discipleship to grow.  I’ve gone this long without it and I’m doing fine.” 

• Go ahead and give them credit for how far they have come on their own!  They may well have fed 

themselves adequately over the years, drawing on various resources and people.  But that doesn’t 

mean they can’t still benefit from discipleship.   

• Don’t try to argue that discipleship is necessary for spiritual growth.  There are plenty of examples 

of people who have become spiritually mature without ever having been discipled.  But ironically, 

most of those people would also testify that they would have benefitted greatly from being 

discipled, and wish they had been!  The question isn’t whether they need discipleship, it’s 

whether they could benefit from it.  Try asking if they can see any disadvantages to never having 

been discipled.   

• They may feel embarrassed to take the role of a learner when they’ve been around a long time.  

In that case we need to do some work to destigmatize discipleship: it’s not remedial.  It’s not 

elementary.  It wouldn’t mean taking a step backwards in their status.  Most people are willing to 

embrace the idea that Christians should be life- long learners, so why should discipleship be off 

the table?  

 

“Discipleship is for baby Christians, and I’ve been walking with God for a while.”  

• Not so!  Discipleship is ideal for grounding young Christians in the basics, but it can also be much 

more than that.  Mature Christians who have been doing ministry for years still benefit from 

quality peer discipleship.   

• It’s never too late to start discipleship, because discipleship is not a program.  Discipleship is a 

relationship which can be a helpful boost to Christians in any stage.   



“Been there done that.  I was already discipled when I was a younger Christian.”  

• It’s great that they have already been discipled, but does that necessarily mean that they could 

not benefit from more?  Aren’t there still areas that could get a boost from meeting regularly with 

another mature Christian? 

• Lots of people enjoy multiple discipleship relationships over the course of their lives.  It’s not 

uncommon to benefit from multiple mentors and peers, especially as we mature and take on new 

ministries.   

• In many cases, discipleship gave the person a good start as a young Christian, but still left 

important elements incomplete that could be picked up on by another discipler.  Try the 

“Discipleship Conversation Starter” to tease out areas that could use some growth while still 

acknowledging progress that has been made.  

• God commonly leads us into ministries that require higher levels of training then we previously 

received.  There could be lots of learning God has for you that you were not ready for when you 

were last discipled.   

• How about Peer Discipleship? Even very mature Christians who were discipled previously benefit 

greatly from “iron sharpening Iron” (See Dennis’s “Peer Discipleship” paper). 

 

“Discipleship is for young people … I’m a full grown adult!” 

• The misconception here might be that discipleship is about life coaching, or mentorship in 

general.  Adult development theory tells us that a healthy self-concept for adults looks a lot more 

like being in the mentor phase of life than the mentee, and we need to be sensitive to that reality. 

(Knowes, The Adult Learner).  But discipleship has a specific aim: spiritual growth.  Even the most 

experienced person starts his new endeavors as a novice in need of training.   

• Spiritual growth is a specialized learning endeavor, with its own unique goals and skillset.  Just like 

any new skill we set out to learn, (how to operate a new tool, or navigate new software, or learn a 

new language, or master a new sport or hobby), we would expect to require a great deal of 

learning and training, and there would be no shame in coming under someone’s wing to learn.  

What would be a shame would be needing to learn from others, but refusing because I’m too 

proud to get under anyone else! 

• Discipleship is not only for young-aged people!  Jesus’s disciples were all career men when He 

called them to follow him.  Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum were exclusively for adult 

learners.   

• Being an adult does not mean that you cannot learn.  In fact, education experts point out that 

adults are often the best and most efficient learners due in part to the vast life experience they 

already bring to the table (Lindeman, The Meaning of Adult Education in the United States).  We 

should all aspire to be life-long learners.    

• Mentorship is not just an acceptable from of education for adults, it is the premiere learning 

mode for adults!  (Daloz, Mentor: Guiding the Journey of Adult Learners).  Consider medical 

professionals, the education field, craftsmanship trades, business leadership: all of these rely on 

mentorship as the preferred approach for adult learners.  Research has shown personal 

mentorship is far superior to classroom learning for adults seeking to develop high end skills.    

 

 



“I’m too busy, I don’t have time.”  

• Time issues are really priority issues.  None of us have enough time to do even a fraction of the 

things we would like to do.  The question is which things are important enough to devote regular 

time to?  

• Discipleship doesn’t have to be super time consuming, most of us could carve out a single 1.5 or 2 

hour slot in our weekly schedule for something important.  

• The relatively small time investment pays off disproportionately in quality of life and spiritual 

vitality. 

• You may have to get creative about finding a time to meet.  Early in the morning, lunch hour, 

before meetings, and evenings can all make great times.  Don’t’ forget about “Discipleship Café,” 

which provides childcare so young parents can find time for discipleship.   

• Some Christians feel like “I don’t have time for discipleship because I’m too busy with other 

ministries.” But discipleship can dramatically increase our effectiveness in other ministries!  Even 

the most productive servants have to balance their outward service with receiving from others.   

 

 “ I want to chart my own path when it comes to spiritual growth” 

• Right on! Every disciple of Christ ought to feel a sense of personal ownership of their walk with 

Christ.  But importantly, this fact is not incompatible with discipleship.   

• Discipleship doesn’t mean handing the reigns over to someone else.  It means enlisting the help of 

a trusted brother or sister.  As the analogy goes: you are the one in the driver’s seat for your 

spiritual journey.  A discipler is just a good friend in the passenger seat, who has been on this kind 

of trip before and has a decent map! 

• This objection is likely indicative of deeper suspicions about discipleship (like the objections 

below).  It could be necessary to first explore their fears about what discipleship would look like.  

They could be self-protective – afraid that if they admit a need to grow in an area, people will 

barge in with pressure, and lots of “steps” they don’t want to take.   

• Again, the pride may be a factor here.  There are some super spiritual implications to this 

objection that could be drawn out with a few questions.   “So are you saying you want no input 

from other Christians?”  “Are you saying that spiritual growth is an exclusive (just me and God) 

kind of endeavor?” “Do you think that fits with the NT picture, where most of the passages about 

spiritual growth take place in a corporate context?”  “Could there be any disadvantages to an 

autonomous approach to spiritual growth, or any advantages to including others?” “Do you think 

you might have any blind spots that would be hard to effectively address on your own?”   

 

“The bible calls me to be a disciple of Christ, not of another person.”  

• This statement is arguably true, but narrow.  We are all called to be disciples of Christ, but there is 

also a strong pattern of personal discipleship in the NT.  Check out Organic Disciple Making 

Chapter 1 for a treatment on this topic.     

• Being a disciple of Christ is not incongruent with being discipled by another person.  The work of a 

discipler is to make disciples of Christ, by pointing people to Christ.  Timothy, no doubt viewed 

himself has a disciple of Jesus, and of Paul.  Paul called the Corinthians to follow his lead, as well 

as Christ’s lead, “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor 11:1).  Leading and 

following other humans are Christian virtues.    

 



 

“When I hear ‘discipleship’ it sounds like making a project out of someone.” 

• On one hand, this objection gets at a valid concern:  If disciplers view their ministry as essentially 

for their own benefit, that can have a gross, dehumanizing effect, where disciples become 

trophies or ends to our personal ambitions.  If that’s what is meant by ‘project,’ then we would 

enthusiastically agree with this objection!   

• Disciplers should never have possessive or territorial attitudes about the people they are investing 

in.  But that is not to say they shouldn’t be intentional toward those they disciple.  “Let us 

consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds” (Heb 10:24).  Intentionality is a 

positive feature of sacrificial love.  In this sense, “making a project” of loving someone wouldn’t 

be inherently bad.  Jesus certainly made a ‘project’ of loving his disciples (Matt 16:18).  God 

makes no apologies for making a ‘project’ of our spiritual development. “He who began a good 

work in you will perfect until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil 1:6).   Paul instructed Timothy to “take 

pains… be absorbed” and “pay close attention” to his teaching and example to others (1 Tim 

5:15,16).  I’m glad people made a project out of reaching me for Christ and teaching me how to 

follow him!   

  

“I don’t like how discipleship arranges people in a hierarchy.”  

• Discipleship shouldn’t be about rank, status, power, or personal glory.   

• Peer discipleship doesn’t have any hierarchical component to it.  And even in mentor discipleship, 

hierarchy shouldn’t be emphasized, especially in adult ministry.  Good mentor discipleship should 

still have a collaborative feel to it.  Both participants will receive love and insight from the Lord 

through each other.  Any healthy spiritual friendship makes both parties mutual beneficiaries.   

• Pride could be a factor here; the sin nature is allergic to the idea of being led by anyone.  But the 

bible calls all of us to “be subject to one another in the fear of Christ” (Eph 5:21). Being willing to 

get under other imperfect people as learners takes humility, but it is a virtue that God blesses.   

 

“Discipleship is controlling, manipulative, fosters unhealthy dependence, etc.” 

• Good discipleship should never be any of these things!  

• Discipleship is not about authority or control, it is about one friend pointing another friend to 

Christ, and offering help along the way.   

• Importantly, there have been examples in history of discipleship movements that slid into 

controlling and authoritative extremes (like the Shepherding movement in the 1970s), so we 

shouldn’t blow this objection off.  Zealous disciplers may be tempted to errantly stray into this 

territory, but we need to reject it completely.   

• A good approach here would be to ask lots of questions.  What has given the person this 

impression? Personal experience? Rumors or stories? Suspicion?  It’s best to fully understand the 

specifics of the concern before you reassure the person that is not what is being proposed here.   

• It’s not enough just to say what discipleship is not, we will probably also need to replace this 

misconception with a positive vision for what it is, including the important boundaries and 

limitations.   

 

 



 

 

“I had a bad experience with discipleship.”  

• In this case we need to hear out their experience with sensitivity.  They may have legitimate 

complaints that need investigated and made right. 

• Still, that doesn’t mean we should throw the baby out with the bathwater.  There could be an 

opportunity to contrast what you are proposing with what they experienced.  Consider sharing 

your own positive experiences of discipleship by way of contrast.   

• This may be a case where you just need to come along side as a friend for a while, and maybe it 

will evolve into discipleship down the road if their new experience is more positive.   

 

“The term ‘discipleship’ is a turnoff for me.” 

• The term comes from the greek word Mathetes, meaning student or learner.  Once the concept 

has been explained properly, most will find that there isn’t anything inherently offensive about 

the term. 

• Ultimately, what we decide to call it isn’t vitally important, as long as both parties are clear about 

the aims and commitment of the relationship.  If the expectations are murky because we have 

been eager to avoid labeling it, people can be hurt by ensuing misunderstandings.  

• If the word itself is the hang-up, there’s nothing wrong with using a suitable alternative like 

“mentoring” or “co-mentoring.”  

 

“I’m just not interested in spiritual growth” 

• If this is truly the case, then this a scenario where discipleship is not a good fit.  Ultimately people 

have to choose for themselves if they want to move forward, and their choice is not in our 

control.  In this case we should retreat to a posture of prayer and check in later.   

• It would not be inappropriate to express sorrow or concern, not about discipleship, but about the 

trajectory of their spiritual life.   

  

“We haven’t won anyone lately, so there are no good candidates to disciple” 

• While there may not be any brand new Christians at the “traditional” starting place in your 

vicinity, that doesn’t mean there aren’t great candidates to disciple!  In adult ministry, most 

people aren’t starting off from square one. Pray through the people in your HC.  Is there really no 

one who has progress to make in their spiritual growth?   

• We need to resist negativity about people around us who may have plateaued in their spiritual 

growth.  We can’t give up on the vision of “presenting every man complete in Christ” (Col 1:28).   

• If you’re holding out for the perfect hungry new convert to come along and want to be discipled… 

you might be waiting for a long time!  Why not invest in peer discipleship while you wait?  It may 

end up be the most important ministry you do.  Besides, why would we expect God to send us 

more work if we’re not being faithful with the people right in front of us?  People who “he 

purchased with His own blood?” (Acts 20:28).   


