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	Leader’s Guide

Christian Teens and Sex

How we can help our kids deal with the temptations of sex.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	While the topic of teens and sex may make you squirm, please hang in there for the sake of young person you know and love. For as Jennifer Parker warns, “Peer pressure, physical longings and conflicting signals from secular voices,” mixed with fear and curiosity, can make any teen vulnerable to temptation. And as much as we would like to believe that Christian teens are immune to sexual pressure, the evidence suggests that some teens need more support from Christian adults like us. So let’s talk about how to prepare them to “Just Say No” when sexual temptation calls.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #98

Scripture:
1 Corinthians 6:13b, 18–20; 1 Thessalonians 4:3, 4; Proverbs 5:18, 19; 1 Corinthians 10:13; Galatians 5:22; Titus 2:2–6

Based on:
“The Sex Lives of Christian Teens,” Christian Reader, March/April 2003, Page 28.


PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to this class, provide for each student the article “The Sex Lives of Christian Teens” from Christian Reader.

“How does being a Christian affect a teenager’s perceptions and responses in this sex-drenched society?” asks Jennifer Parker, author of “The Sex Lives of Christian Teens.” Even when teens say their faith is important to them, that commitment only postpones their first sexual experience and intensifies guilt, say national polls. Furthermore, Christian teens face a formidable battle when they resolve to remain sexually pure.

But why should they tough it out alone? What can you share from your experience that might help a teen choose to wait?

Discussion starters:

To create a safe environment for the following discussion, have your group separate into two teams—one for men, one for women. Then ask each team to consider these questions as they review “The Sex Lives of Christian Teens.”

[Q]
How do teens find out about sex? Who teaches them and what do they learn?

[Q]
Who do you think should teach kids about sex? Beginning at what age?

[Q]
What are some faulty concepts about sex that teens have today?

[Q]
What are some faulty concepts you had as a teen?

[Q]
How might sex education or informative discussions have altered your experience with sex?

[Q]
What do you wish you had known about sex as a teen?

[Q]
What keeps many teens from experimenting with sex before marriage?

[Q]
How can you best communicate to teens the biblical standards for sexual activity?

[Q]
What type of on-going guidance should your church offer besides events such as “True Love Waits?”

[Q]
What types of support do teens need from Christian adults to help them choose abstinence before marriage?

After several minutes, call the group back together. List their responses to questions 1, 2, and 3 on the board, and invite everyone to participate in the discussion. Wrap up the discussion with this quote from Parker:

“How they come to acquire a healthy view of their own sexuality depends a lot on how parents and adult leaders respond to that knowledge. … Adults need to establish a rapport…by communicating availability, acceptance, and love while providing a safe environment for ongoing dialogue.”

[Q]
So what does God want you to communicate from the Scriptures to your teens about his purpose for sex?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching Point one: God intended sex to be more than physical.

Have someone read aloud 1 Corinthians 6:13b, 18–20, then have someone else read 1 Thessalonians 4:3–5, and someone else Proverbs 5:18,19.

In trying to understand why so many abstinence programs fail, Kara Eckmann Powell gives this important clue: “So many curriculums tend to approach sexuality from just a physical perspective. Dealing with students’ emotional and psychological struggles is as important, if not more important, than addressing only their physical lusts.”

When you recognize that sex is more than physical, you may need to rethink your own approach to human sexual relationships. As Josh Harris writes in I Kissed Dating Goodbye (Multnomah), “We need new attitudes based on scriptural values and a radically God-centered view of pursuing an intimate relationship with the opposite sex.” 

Without embracing that perspective on sex, even young Christian teens who know what the Bible says have little reason to resist temptation. For example, Kendra, age 14, says, “I know…you can’t have sex before marriage. But why can’t you, if you’re in love with the person? It doesn’t feel wrong.”

Perhaps the Apostle Paul heard the same question, “Why can’t you…” from a new believer at Corinth or Thessalonica. Paul knew that those impressionable, vulnerable Christians needed a strong reason why they should say no to the rampant immorality of their idol worshiping culture. Why should they say no? Because, Paul says, “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit…you are not your own, you were bought at a price” (1 Cor. 6). 

“Each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable,” Paul adds in 1 Thessalonians 4:3–5. In other words, what you do with your body reveals the state of your relationship with God himself. Think of what John essentially said in the Christian Reader article: “I’ve seen some Christian guys and girls who start having sex. Their spiritual lives change and become fake as they get farther from God.” That affirms what Paul seems to ask: “Why engage in self-destructive behavior? Why satisfy the body at the expense of your soul and spirit? Why cut yourself off from your life-source, God, and experience spiritual death?”

Proverbs also contain priceless wisdom for anyone who views sex merely as a physical act. In 5:18–19, Solomon compares casual sex to recklessly wasting one’s drinking water in a desert. Only a fool would squander something so precious on a stranger or steal from another person’s source. Instead, Solomon instructs each reader to drink from a secure source of intimacy and joy.

This passage also shows how God designed sex to satisfy not only the physical desires of a couple but also to build life-long emotional and spiritual bonds. The security of marriage protects both partners from sexual harm on every level.

Teaching point two: The Spirit-powered life exhibits self-control.

Teens will learn and practice responsible sexual behavior if it’s properly taught. That’s what an urban church in Detroit, Michigan, discovered in its work with teens. Leaders at Rosedale Park Church found that year-round fellowship and accountability for inner-city teens in clubs “present the kids with opportunities to challenge and encourage each other in their walks.”

They’ve also seen that sound biblical teaching helps teens avoid other common pitfalls. As Dennis Talbert, student pastor at Rosedale Park teaches, “Your commitment to your body goes beyond the sexual, and it has to be taught beyond that. It means abstinence from drugs and other negative behaviors, and respect for yourself as well as the opposite gender.”

This whole-life approach to sexuality gives young teens more than one powerful resource to draw upon when they’re feeling vulnerable to sexual pressure. Not only can they turn to God for a plan of escape when they’re tempted, but they can also plug into his power whenever they need to exercise self-control. This approach appears to be working. As Parker says, “Clearly, many Christian teens have enough spiritual maturity to learn, with the help of adults, not only how to say no to premarital sex and other risky behaviors, but perhaps more importantly, why to say no.”

Discussion starters:

Have students choose a partner so they can work together on a Bible search of 1 Corinthians 10:13; Galatians 5:22–25, and Titus 2:2–6. Ask the partners to summarize Paul’s teachings in these passages as if they were preparing “Talking Points” for Paul to present at the next stop along his missionary journey. Allow several minutes for this activity, then invite volunteers to share their points aloud for the entire group.

[Q]
Wrap up your discussion by inviting everyone to focus on the ministry of the church. What do you think Paul would say to our church if he were able to observe the choices and lifestyles of our teens?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Parker challenges Christian adults to support Christian teens, “with encouragement rather than condemnation, honesty rather than hypocrisy, and biblical truth rather than awkward silence.” If you agree with that statement, take a moment to consider what it may cost to help create such an environment for teens at your church. As Parker says, “It is time for Christian men and women to demonstrate their own walk.” Thankfully, every other man and woman in your group shares this responsibility with you.

If your group has some class time left for discussion, focus on one or more of these questions before your closing prayer:

[Q]
How direct should parents be with teens about whether or not they’ve had sex? What should and should not be done with the answers? 

[Q]
How might you deal with teens who have already engaged in sex and are now struggling with guilt, disappointment, fear, and other emotions?

[Q]
What role should the church take in educating children as well as teens about sex?

[Q]
What would help fortify teens in our church against pressures to have sex before marriage?

Optional activity:

Ask, “What might be some next steps for us to take as a church?” List responses on a chalkboard or newsprint. With input from the group, mark the steps that your church can take right away. Ask for volunteers who will approach church leaders with your list.

For further reading:

· Straight Talk by Loretta Spivey (Review and Herald Pub. Assn.)

· Every Young Man’s Battle by Steve Arterburn and Fred Stoeker (Waterbrook)

· Searching for True Love videos by Josh Harris (www.FocusontheFamily.com)

· What (Almost) Nobody Will Tell You About Sex by Jim Hancock and Kara Eckmann Powell (www.YouthSpecialties.com)

· Good Sex: Youth Leader’s Curriculum (www.YouthSpecialties.com)

· Sexual Resolutions by Paul Kelly (Lifeway Publishers)

—Study by Carol Wilde, author of numerous issue-based 
Bible studies for teens and adults.

Article

The Sex Lives of Christian Teens

Not everyone is “doing it,” but they're sure thinking about it. Here's what the kids are saying—and what the adults need to know.
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By Jennifer M. Parker, for the study, “Christian Teens and Sex.”

Editor’s Note: This article features frank discussion of a sensitive theme that may not be appropriate for some younger readers.

On the radio, popular songs declare the thrills of casual sex. On the Internet, pop-up windows beckon Web surfers to erotic destinations. The fashion world touts midriff-baring designs, while prime-time TV rolls out one sexual innuendo after another.

Today’s adolescents must navigate this cultural morass just at a time when hormonal surges and emerging feelings are making life confusing enough. But what happens when faith gets thrown into the mix? How does being a Christian affect a teenager’s perceptions and responses in this sex-drenched society?

Much has been written lately about abstinence education and how more teens are choosing not to have sex. Newsweek even touted “The New Virginity” on its cover last fall and acknowledged that religion—along with caring parents and an awakening sense of personal responsibility—has played a major role in why teens are deciding to wait. Indeed, programs like True Love Waits (an international campaign launched by the Southern Baptists in 1993) have challenged millions of teens and college students to remain sexually pure until marriage. And the Centers for Disease Control reports that the number of high school students who said they’ve had sex has dropped notably, from 54 percent in 1991 to 46 percent in 2001.

Still, polls and studies only tell part of the story. Despite signs that things are improving, the reality of sexual temptation remains—and Christian young people are not inoculated against these pressures. Hearing their voices, in fact, suggests that their plight might be even more precarious than their non-Christian counterparts: 

“I know the Bible says you can’t have sex before marriage. But why can’t you, if you’re in love with the person? It doesn’t feel wrong. —Kendra, 14

“My boyfriend and I don’t want to mess around anymore. But how do we keep this commitment? I never realized how powerful passion can be.” —Shari, 15

“Kids at school are pressuring me and my girlfriend to have sex. I want to wait until marriage, but I worry about how this makes me look.” —Darryl, 17

“I feel cut off from God. I want to do what’s right, but I can’t seem to. Recently I had sex with a guy, thinking that it would bring us closer. I know now that was a mistake, and I feel totally ashamed.” —Aimee, 16

A lot of Christian teens are having sex and suffering painful, sometimes devastating consequences. Meanwhile, those not having sex are thinking a lot about it, many of them wavering between fear and curiosity.

Parents, youth pastors, and other concerned adults might hope that the influence of biblical principles on their young would help them withstand the onslaughts of peer pressure, physical longings, and conflicting signals from secular voices (“Don’t have sex, but when you do, use a condom”), but the several teens who spoke candidly with Christian Reader reveal a far more complicated picture.

The battle to stay pure

At 17, John was a handsome and energetic high school senior with a charming smile and winning personality. Popular for his athletic prowess, he had learned that such recognition brought with it certain expectations.

“Of course, there was always a lot of pressure to have sex, from teammates and other kids,” he says. “I was a football player, you know. And the girls—they really come after you. But the Bible is clear. No sex till marriage.”

Now 18 and studying business administration in college, John says the main thing that helps him maintain a biblical standard of purity is a steadfast emphasis on his objectives. “I haven’t given into drugs, alcohol, or premarital sex because I see where indulging has taken a lot of my peers,” he says. “You have to stay prayed up and know what you want out of life. You don’t want to limit yourself. Having babies or getting AIDS is not on your route. If you’re focused on your goals, peer pressure shouldn’t faze you.”

Asked about Christian friends who gave in and became sexually active, John answers knowingly. “It starts out as curiosity. They want to know what it feels like. I want to know, too. I really don’t want to wait. But I don’t want to pay the costs of not waiting, either.”

And John isn’t just talking about physical costs. “I’ve seen some Christian guys and girls who start having sex, and they change. They still go to church, but their spiritual lives become fake. When you are consistently doing wrong and know it, your spiritual life becomes empty and you get farther and farther from God,” he says. “Sometimes you end up not really believing in anything .”

It would be wonderful if young people like John, rather than the teens he describes, were the norm. Unfortunately, anecdotal evidence often points in the other direction.

In a recent article for Charles Colson’s BreakPoint magazine, author and Washington Times national editor Julia Duin tells of a time when she was lecturing a freshman class on sexuality issues at a Christian college and engaged the students in an eye-opening conversation about chastity. “In spite of all the well-meaning adult-run abstinence campaigns, many young Christians had already chosen their paths. And virginity wasn’t it,” Duin observed.

“A few of these freshman may have been part of a ‘True Love Waits’ campaign or had their parents give them a ‘promise ring’ along with the reminder not to sleep around until marriage,” Duin continued, “but the other 90 percent hadn’t heard much in the way of gripping reasons for staying chaste.”

If Christian parents, pastors, and youth leaders hope to help Christian teens avoid the tragic consequences of bad sexual choices, the adults must help teens discover those gripping reasons for waiting until marriage for sex. But what is the best way to do this? Between proponents of value-free sex education on the one hand and champions of state-sponsored abstinence-only programs on the other, there is a lot of middle ground and room for confusion.

Scary stats

As a subset of America’s youth, Christian teens are part of some alarming trends. According to the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, which measures the responses of nearly 21,000 teens, males and females in the seventh through twelfth grades report having had intercourse just about equally: 39.9 percent of boys, 37.3 percent of girls. And while a study by the Henry J. Kaiser Foundation notes a solid 25 percent decrease in the teen birthrate between 1991 and 2001, 20 percent of sexually active girls ages 15 to 19 still get pregnant each year, and the rise in incidence of sexually transmitted diseases (STDS) among this age group indicates that teen sex is a problem that continues to vex society—and the church.

A growing concern surrounds definitions of what actually constitutes “sex.” Many teens, it turns out, are using new, less-restrictive classifications to justify the acceptability of sexual activities. 

“One of the new trends in adolescent sexuality that might be surprising for parents is the dramatic increase in oral sex,” says Kara Eckmann Powell, a professor of Christian education at Azusa Pacific University and a youth pastor at Lake Avenue Church in Pasadena, California. “Largely because of the exposure it has received in the media in recent years, teens don’t think it’s sex, so they’re experimenting more and more with oral sex. Often it’s the girls who initiate it because they see it as a way to gain intimacy and connection with guys,” Powell adds.

Specific studies of sexual trends among Christian teens have been limited, but all indications are that, on average, there is little difference between their sexual behavior and that of non-Christian youths, other than a tendency to delay their first sexual experience slightly longer. This is not to say that faith does not factor significantly in teens’ sexual decision-making. In fact, according to a 2000 study conducted by the Kaiser Foundation and YM magazine, “the more importance a teen boy or girl places on religion, the more likely he or she is to name this as their reason for delaying intercourse….” Among those teens surveyed who identified their faith as “very” important, 55 percent said they have made a conscious decision to wait to have sex; 24 percent have had sex, and 14 percent have had multiple partners.

As Marilee Friedrich points out in her 2001 book Sex, Drugs, and Jesus: Teenagers Share How Christianity Affects Their Lives (WinePress), many young people who commit to abstinence until marriage do it with admirable deliberation. Clearly, many Christian teenagers have enough spiritual maturity to learn, with the help of adults, not only how to say no to premarital sex and other risky behaviors but perhaps more importantly, why to say no.

‘I don’t want to hurt God’

Michelle, a quiet, attractive 16-year-old, says she enjoys school, loves God and her church, but finds her youth group a little dull. Asked whether the group talked much about sexual issues, she replies, “We don’t talk about it at all.” She wishes that her youth leader would address some of her and her peers’ real-life questions—”Maybe if we talked about some of the stuff that’s going on with us, then it wouldn’t be so boring.”

Michelle says it’s not peer pressure but curiosity that led her to lose her virginity at 15 to a boy she barely knew. “I wasn’t really thinking about how God would see it. And I didn’t really regret what I did until later, when I talked to my mom about it.

“I didn’t intend to tell her,” Michelle continues. “She asked me, and I didn’t want to lie. But after we talked, I felt a lot closer to her.”

Michelle says she believes that it’s better for teens to save sex until marriage, as the Bible directs, but she struggles now with her recommitment to purity. “And I have more questions about my faith now,” she says. “I guess I need to study the Bible more.”

Calvin, 18, is a college freshman and active in his church choir. He said that he experiences the most pressure to have sex from members of the opposite sex. “In high school, I decided to have sex, just to try it. I felt bad later, when I thought about what the Bible said. I’ve prayed, but I still don’t feel forgiven.”

He adds, “I want to have control over my sexual behavior and to not have to feel bad about it. But I don’t know how to make that happen.”

Maia, 16, was raised in a Christian home and has an older sister who became an unwed mother at 17. “My parents were so angry and disappointed,” she recalls. “My dad especially was so hurt.

“I think about sex, too,” she says. “I’m curious, especially after what happened with my sister. But all I know is that what she did really damaged our family. And my parents are, like, watching me, all paranoid now. I don’t want to hurt God or my parents the way my sister did, or even by having safe sex.”

What teens need

Though their experiences differ, Maia, Calvin, and Michelle each rank their Christian faith, the influence of their parents, and the fear of pregnancy or STDs as the things that most drive their day-to-day decisions to abstain from sexual activity.

According to psychiatrist Lynn Ponton in her 2000 book The Sex Lives of Teenagers (Plume), “Teenagers often intuitively understand that their sexuality and sexual behaviors involve risk. [They] need the assistance of adults to better understand how to take on risks and assess the consequences, and with that acquired knowledge, make the best choices.”

Like adults, teens are sexual beings, and how they come to acquire a healthy view of their own sexuality depends a lot on how their parents and adult leaders respond to that knowledge. Certainly adult Christians must communicate their standards, both by talking with teens and by setting a good example.

But one of the most important things for adults to understand is that the objective is not to keep teens from having sex so much as it is to help teens choose abstinence for themselves, as a principle as well as a practice. For that to happen, say the experts, adults need to establish a rapport with teens by communicating availability, acceptance, and love while providing a safe environment for ongoing dialogue.

Approaches that work

Kara Eckmann Powell, who coauthored the 2001 book Good Sex: A Whole-Person Approach to Teenage Sexuality & God (Zondervan), believes that one reason a lot of abstinence programs fail is because they have too narrow a focus, both in time and attention. She and her coauthor, Jim Hancock, emphasize a broader understanding of the goals of abstinence education. “So many curriculums tend to approach sexuality from just a physical perspective,” she says. “Dealing with students’ emotional and psychological struggles is as important, if not more important, than addressing only their physical lusts.

“Too much of sex education in churches has focused on slogans and single commitments,” Powell asserts. “While these are worthwhile, they aren’t enough. An ongoing commitment needs to be reinforced throughout the year, in large- and small-group settings.”

Rev. Dennis Talbert, student ministries pastor at Rosedale Park Baptist Church in Detroit, Michigan, agrees. “The problem with most abstinence-based ministries is that their message is focused on a single event or series of events; but between these special activities the kids are left on their own. There’s no sisterhood or brotherhood that comes out of that to give the kids ongoing support.” 

Rosedale Park’s response has been to form clubs for their teens, to provide year-round fellowship and accountability. “The clubs constantly present the kids with opportunities to challenge and encourage each other in their walks.”

And that means more than just sexual purity, Talbert explains. “Your commitment to your body goes beyond the sexual and it has to be taught beyond that. It means abstinence from drugs and other negative behaviors, and respect for yourself as well as the opposite gender.” 

In an area where the infant mortality rate rivals that of a third-world country and children become sexually active as early as their elementary-school years, Rosedale Park’s values-rich approach to sex-ed has met with enough success to attract the eyes of the state. Since creating the program for its own youth, the church has been invited to run its clubs as after-school programs in two local public schools—no arguments about separation of church and state here.

“Most urban schools are looking for help, and they don’t care where it comes from,” Talbert says.

Hungry for truth

Many Christian teens who are dealing with issues of sexual purity and God-honoring relationships have actively pursued resources to help them in their struggles. Books like Stephen Arterburn and Fred Stoeker’s Every Young Man’s Battle (WaterBrook), Kay Arthur’s Sex According to God (WaterBrook), and Josh Harris’s I Kissed Dating Goodbye (Multnomah) are not only snatched up rapidly from bookstore shelves but many are commonly quoted and referred to in Christian teen chat rooms and online discussion forums. 

That Harris would have a strong following among teens might surprise some, considering his unconventional stance against the concept of dating or any physical intimacy beyond handholding outside of marriage. But his higher call has struck a chord with a lot of young people who are desperately looking for direction.

“We need new attitudes based on scriptural values and a radically God-centered view of pursuing an intimate relationship with the opposite sex,” Harris writes in his most recent book Boy Meets Girl (Multnomah). He adds, “To stand firm against sin, we can’t simply intellectually agree with the merits of chastity. We must be captivated by the beauty and greater pleasure of God’s way.”

While these books focus on a diverse spectrum of human concerns from fetishes and masturbation to courtship and recovery from past sexual sins, their popularity signals an encouraging fact: Christian teens, whatever else they’re after, are hungry for answers they can rely on. They’re hungry for truth.

And as the Christian teens of this generation work out their sexual salvation in fear and trembling, it is up to Christian adults to come alongside them with encouragement rather than condemnation, honesty rather than hypocrisy, and biblical truth rather than awkward silence. It is time for Christian men and women to demonstrate in their own walk that sexual purity—in or out of marriage—is not a onetime vow but a daily re-commitment to seek God’s grace for our failures, his power for our victories, and his best for our lives.

—A Christian Reader original article. Jennifer M. Parker is a writer based in Jackson, Mississippi.

Read All About It

A helpful list of books for parents, youth leaders, and others seeking biblical insight for talking to teens about sex, love, and purity.

Why True Love Waits: The Definitive Book on How to Help Your Kids Resist Sexual Pressure — Josh McDowell (Tyndale, 2002).

Keeping Your Kids Sexually Pure: A How-to Guide for Parents, Pastors, Youth Workers, and Teachers — La Verne Tolbert (Zondervan, 2002).

A Safe Place: A Guide for Living Beyond Sexual Abuse—Hope and Healing for Teens — Jan Morrison (Shaw, 2002).

Real Teens: A Contemporary Snapshot of Youth Culture — George Barna (Regal, 2001).

Talking to Your Kids About Sex: How to Have a Lifetime of Age-Appropriate Conversations with Your Children About Healthy Sexuality — Mark Laaser, Ph.D. (WaterBrook, 1999).

“The Sex Lives of Christian Teens,” Christian Reader, March/April 2003, Page 28.
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