
 

 

4 Reasons Friends With Benefits Is a 
Really Bad Idea 
Why nobody really benefits from a friendship with 
benefits. 
 
Debra K Fileta, February 10, 2017 
 
 

We live in a culture with a high tolerance for ambiguity. From our fear of calling things right and 

wrong, to our inability to see things as black-and-white, we’ve become a society that’s comfortable 

living in the gray. 

 

While that may be good and acceptable in some aspects of life, this lack of certainty has seeped into 

the way we do relationships. And it’s causing some major damage. 

 

One specific way we see this ambiguity played out is within the context of our “friendships” with the 

opposite sex. I hear from so many people who are broken, confused and paralyzed in their ability to 

trust simply due to the confusion they’ve experienced as a result of the friends with benefits 

epidemic. 

 

Friends by day, and make out partners by night. No clear direction of where the relationship is 

headed, or if there’s even really a relationship at all. Free to call themselves “single,” yet completely 

attached to a relationship that sometimes feels like an addiction. 

 

Lust, sex, and physical passion—masked behind the normalcy and innocence of a “friendship.” And 

believe it or not, it’s a culture that’s quickly seeping into our churches. According to a recent Gallup 

poll, 80 percent of young, unmarried Christians have had sex. 

 



It’s a problem that’s hurting the body of Christ by severing community and hindering true friendship. 

By straddling the fence, the friends with benefits relationship destroys our ability to experience true 

intimacy within the context of a friendship and robs us of the joy of engaging in a healthy romantic 

relationship. 

 

If you find yourself in a friends with benefits relationship, maybe it’s time to ask yourself who this 

relationship is actually benefiting. 

 

If you ever find yourself caught in the ambiguity of a friends with benefits relationship, maybe it’s time 

to ask yourself who this relationship is actually benefiting. Here are some things to consider: 

 

1. When you start a relationship with no boundaries–you usually 

stay there. 
 

One thing that defines a friends with benefits relationship is the fact that it’s lacking boundaries. The 

ambiguity and unknowns guarantee that there’s no title, no rules and no commitment—so everything 

goes. You can make out today, “sext” tomorrow and be out on a date with someone else the next 

day. 

 

The problem in relationships like this is that they don’t magically turn into healthy relationships along 

the way. When you start a game with no rules, it’s really hard to go back and play by the rules. 

 

God calls us to engage in relationships that are healthy, edifying and uplifting. All throughout 

Scripture we’re challenged to honor one another and honor Him by setting limits with each and every 

interaction. 

 

2. When you don't expect commitment, you sell your own value 

short. 
 

A huge problem in the friends with benefits culture is that you learn to give, and give, and give with 

no expectation or understanding of what you’ll get in return. 

 

You give of yourself, your body, your time and your emotions without requiring a commitment. When 

it comes to relationships, commitment is the price to pay—the more you give, the more you should 

receive. 

 

We are all highly valued–and that value has been determined by God. But friends with benefits 

encourages you to give for free and creates an atmosphere that fuels selfishness, disrespect and 

zero responsibility. 

 

Healthy relationships require you to take ownership of your choices—and that always starts with 

clear commitment. 

 

3. The physical has the power to impact the emotional and skew 

the rational. 



 

We’re made to bond during physical intimacy. Whether it be a hug, a kiss or sex, our bodies are 

wired to release chemicals during physical intimacy that make us feel connected to the person we’re 

with. 

 

That’s a really amazing thing, but it can be a really confusing thing when your mind is telling you 

you’re friends and your emotions are telling you something far different. 

 

When you create a relationship that’s built on the physical, your emotions will always follow suit. But 

the thing is, emotions can’t always be trusted. 

 

If you’ve decided to be just “friends” with someone, or they’ve chosen to be “friends” with you, there’s 

probably a good reason. Bringing in the physical will only introduce confusion and cause you to 

second-guess your rational thinking. That physical and emotional connection will cause you to keep 

coming back for more—until you find yourself in an extremely unhealthy and dangerous cycle that 

can leave you feeling paralyzed, stuck, and unable to move forward. 

 

God calls us to guard our sexual interactions for a reason—because He knows how powerful those 

physical interactions can be. 

 

4. Ambiguity sets you up for heartbreak. 
 

No matter how you do it, when it comes to friends with benefits, someone will always leave hurt. 

 

The very nature of giving without knowing what you will receive sets you up for some major 

disappointment. 

 

When you engage in a relationship where you give with no commitment in return, you’re setting 

yourself up for some major hurt and frustration. 

 

By our very nature as humans we are wired for the experience of “give-and-take.” Go to any store, 

purchase any item, or interact with any human being and you’ll notice a pattern: I give something, 

and I get something else in return. There’s a healthy balance in that kind of interaction that leaves us 

feeling satisfied. 

 

But when you engage in a relationship where you give with no commitment in return, you’re setting 

yourself up for some major hurt and frustration, because you’re setting yourself up to lose in the end. 

 

No matter who you are or what you’ve been through, you’re worth far more than the pain of a one-

way relationship. You owe it to yourself to embrace your God-given value, to ask for more, and to 

expect great things in your life and relationships. 

 

Take ownership of the choices you make. And don’t ever blur the lines in a relationship—because 

the shades of gray will always disappoint. 

 
 
 
 



 
Majority of Minors Engage 
in Sexting, Unaware of 
Harsh Legal Consequences 
 
By: Alex McKechnie 
 
June 18, 2014 
 
A new study from Drexel University found that the majority of young people are not aware of the 

legal ramifications of underage sexting 

 

Sexting among youth is more prevalent than previously thought, according to a new study from 

Drexel University that was based on a survey of undergraduate students at a large northeastern 

university. More than 50 percent of those surveyed reported that they had exchanged sexually 

explicit text messages, with or without photographic images, as minors. 

 

The study also found that the majority of young people are not aware of the legal ramifications of 

underage sexting. In fact, most respondents were unaware that many jurisdictions consider sexting 

among minors – particularly when it involves harassment or other aggravating factors – to be child 

pornography, a prosecutable offense. Convictions of these offenses carry steep punishments, 

including jail time and sex offender registration. 

 



“This is a scary and disturbing 

combination” 
 

“This is a scary and disturbing combination,” said researcher David DeMatteo, JD, PhD. “Given the 

harsh legal penalties sometimes associated with youth sexting and the apparent frequency with 

which youth are engaging in it, the lack of comprehension regarding such penalties poses a 

significant problem.” 

 

The study, entitled “Youth Sexting: Prevalence Rates, Driving Motivations, and the Deterrent Effect 

of Legal Consequences,” was published online in June 2014 by the journal entitled Sexuality 

Research and Social Policy. The full article is available here. 

 

In addition to DeMatteo, an associate professor of psychology and law and director of Drexel’s joint 

JD/PhD program in psychology and law in the College of Arts and Sciences and School of Law, the 

study was conducted by lead author Heidi Strohmaier, a PhD candidate in psychology, and Megan 

Murphy, a JD/PhD candidate. For a Q+A with the researchers, click here. 

 

The study, in which undergraduate students from a large northeastern university completed an 

anonymous online survey concerning their engagement in sexting as minors, revealed a significant 

relationship between awareness of legal consequences and sexting behavior as minors. 

 

Those who were aware of the potential legal consequences reported sexting as a minor significantly 

less than those who were not aware of the legal consequences. Additionally, most respondents who 

reported being unaware of the potential legal consequences of sexting expressed the belief that they 

may have been deterred from sexting as a minor if they had known.   

 

The finding that legal consequences may deter youth from sexting has important policy implications, 

according to the researchers. 

 

In many jurisdictions, the law has yet to catch up with youth sexting behavior and technological 

advances. Until recently, most states did not have a legal mechanism in place to handle cases of 

teenage sexting. Instead, they were required to fit this new teenage subculture into the existing legal 

framework. As a result, youth sexting was often subsumed under laws governing serious child 

pornography and child exploitation offenses. Convictions of these offenses carry steep punishments, 

including jail time and sex offender registration—punishments that many lawyers and legislatures 

have deemed too harsh for adolescent sexting. 

Notable figures: 

 

 More than half of respondents (54 percent) reported sexting as minors. However, only 28 

percent sent photographic sexts. 

 The majority of respondents (61 percent) were not aware that sending texts could be 

considered child pornography. 

 In the study, 59 percent of respondents reported that knowledge of legal consequences 

“would have” or “probably would have” deterred them from sexting. 



 Although participants generally reported experiencing few negative social or legal 

consequences as a result of sexting, 71 percent reported knowing other teens who 

experienced negative consequences. 

 Only 2 percent of respondents reported that they notified a parent or teacher about a sext 

that they received. 

 

While many states have joined the movement toward creating youth sexting legislation, there is 

currently no federal sexting-specific legislation in the United States. 

 

“It's a major concern that many states do not have laws that specifically address sexting,” said 

DeMatteo. “Sexting specific laws would be beneficial because they – ideally – would clearly define 

what constitutes sexting and outline potential penalties. To the latter point, these laws would make it 

possible for judges to avoid imposing overly harsh sentences on those who are prosecuted under 

sexting laws.” 

 

The rapidly changing legal landscape further underscores the need to educate youth about current 

sexting laws. According to the researchers, an important step in addressing this issue would be to 

develop educational initiatives aimed at providing basic information to youth about legal 

consequences of sexting and other negative consequences such as humiliation, a tarnished 

reputation and bullying/taunting. 

 

“Young people need to be educated about the potential consequences of sexting—legal, social and 

psychological,” DeMatteo said. “The education should come from many sources – the more young 

people hear the message, the more likely it will be to sink in – so they should be educated by their 

parents, schools and perhaps even law enforcement.” 

 

The study also examined motivations for sexting, the frequency respondents engaged in this 

behavior, the number of partners with whom they exchanged sexts, gender differences with regard 

to sexting and opinions about what appropriate consequences should be for engaging in illegal forms  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Youth Culture Update: 
Sexting Part of Dating? 
Many Teens Say Yes. 
Paul Asay 
 
July 7, 2014 
 
Just how many teens engage in sexting? More than you might expect. According to a new study 

from Drexel University, more than half (54 percent) of the youth polled for the study had sent 

sexually suggestive messages or photos before they turned 18. 

 

This is a way higher rate than previous studies have found, when around one-fifth of respondents 

reported sexting. Researchers say the study’s anonymity might’ve encouraged people to be more 

honest about their sexting behavior, but respondents also were able to define sexting for 

themselves. Some lumped flirty texts (“I think you’re hot”) with more graphic forms of sexting. 

 

“We were shocked by the prevalence and the frequency of sexting among minors,” said study author 

David DeMatteo, an associate professor of psychology and law at Drexel. 

 

Most respondents were between the ages of 16 and 17 when they sexted, and almost everyone saw 

it as a normal part of dating.  

 



 

Dating in the Digital Culture 
Tracy Levinson 
 
November 10, 2016 
 
  

“We are just talking,” a young girl said to me recently. 

 

“Talking” as many of you know, simply refers to a series of texts, back and forth between she and a 

boy that she liked. She had labored over every word she typed and worried over every lapse in his 

response. Did this boy really like her? What was their status? It reminded me of my first boyfriend in 

fourth grade. The boy and I experienced minimal physical interaction by passing scribbled notes on 

paper or verbal messages through friends. I didn’t really know him. But my heart would race as I got 

those little notes. Eventually, in high school boys would ask you out on a date if they wanted to get to 

know you. Having 24 hour access to you at their fingertips was not an option. 

 

As youth leaders we know that social media is a powerful tool and can be used for lots of good—and 

the not so good. In this device-driven culture, students are often tempted to pre-judge the character 

of a person before having really spent any significant time interacting with that person. 

 

Alone, in front of their screens, they often think they discover so much about a person from 

Facebook-stalking, Instagram, and texting. We know that a real human is always more complex than 

written words, a profile, or a series of pictures. Students can write on someone’s wall and flirt and 

avoid any clarity in a relationship. Connecting with the opposite sex, in person, allows all of us to 

observe nuances in social cues, and body language. 



 

It seems to me that there are basically two camps of kids that have grown out of this digital 

atmosphere: “The Great Hesitancy” and “The Free For All.” 

 

The Great Hesitancy Camp 
 

These are Christian kids who seem to be afraid to interact with the opposite sex. They are convinced 

that their purity is at stake. The girls I know are so guarded and unapproachable that they have little 

experience or skills in communicating face-to-face with guys. The guys in this camp tend to be 

anxious & cautious towards initiating or clarifying their intentions with girls. Texting and messaging 

create a buffer that can go on for extended periods of time because they are plagued with “The 

Great Hesitancy.” 

 

I wish this whole group could learn to relax with God and enjoy the process of being friends with the 

opposite sex, learn to date appropriately, and perhaps prepare for marriage someday. 

 

The Free For All Camp 
 

“The Free For All” camp is where I would have landed as a student.  With no boundaries, this is a 

scary scenario with recorded material and 24-hour access. Things are typed and pictures are 

snapped by both parties that would most likely never be said or done face to face. Hook-ups are 

discussed and planned, and hearts are shattered. “The Free For All” camp desperately needs 

boundaries. But what matters most about boundaries is where they come from. Are boundaries a list 

of rules, rules motivated by fear (for example, fear of making God mad)? Or, are they healthy 

guidelines motivated by love to keep students from harm’s way? (1 Corinthians 13:7). God is a loving 

Father who wants to protect them. I want them to know that in Christ they possess all the self-control 

they will ever need. Enough power all day, every day, to say “yes” or “no” to anything. Christ’s Spirit 

lives in His children at all times (Colossians 1:27; Galatians 2:20). 

 

Here is how I see it… 

 

Fear + Rules = Pride or Failure 

 

However, by God’s Spirit, 

 

Love + Boundaries = Protection and Peace 

 

My Advice to Students 
 

The teens in our youth ministries often fall into those two categories. When I talk to teenagers, I 

usually give them this advice about dating in the digital age: 

 

 Don’t be available all the time. Take a few minutes, hours, or days between texts. This can be a 

healthy thing. 

 



 Don’t over analyze his or her texts or posts. Remember that you can’t hear the voice of the other 

person, and sometimes your friends’ texts don’t mean what you think they mean. 

 

 Try not share too much. Keep personal information personal. 

 

 Avoid using silence as a weapon. 

 

 For goodness sake, don’t take pictures of yourself for the other person. Snapchat (and others) 

has made it too easy to send all kinds of pictures to friends, who then have the ability to send 

that image to people you don’t know. 

 

 Feel free to state your preferences – like saying you would rather talk on the phone, meet in a 

group setting, or appropriately face-to-face. 

 

 Great text-messagers can be terrible boyfriends or girlfriends. People aren’t always who they 

appear to be via text. 

 

 Know that your mom and dad love you and want to protect you. 

 

When You’re Talking to Parents 
 

As leaders, we know that parents are often frustrated in this digital age. They are frequently out of 

the loop because so much interaction occurs without ever meeting the person who might be “talking” 

to their kid in the intimacy of their own bedroom. 

 

 Parents should be the first line of offense in their kids’ lives. They’ve got the most important 

voice, they’re the ones who have seen their teen since birth. When I’m talking to parents about 

their kids, I typically say: 

 

 It is normal for your child to want to connect with the opposite sex. Social media creates a space 

for teens to take time to get to know each other minus the physical component of a relationship. 

Give them boundaries as they explore this territory. 

 

 Find a way to respectfully spy on your kid. If a parent is cool, kind and calm about it, knowing 

what is going on in their child’s social media account is a form of protection and love. 

 

 It is best to start intervening in your child’s social media world early. Get them accustomed to you 

lovingly having access to their phone. A basket during meals is a good idea. Phone curfews are 

wise. It is challenging, but not impossible to set guidelines at a later date. If the student resists 

and the device isn’t easily handed over, texting privileges are removed for a season. But 

remember, this is motivated by love not a legalistic regime. Over time, students should be given 

more freedom, as they demonstrate maturity. 

 

 In general ask questions and listen to your child. Refrain from interrupting your kid when they are 

trying to share their stories. Try not to take over the conversations. The Holy Spirit is sufficiently 

capable of assisting us in this. 



 

 Clarify the difference between punishment and consequences, motivated by love. Discipline and 

punishment are two different things. They have different goals. Discipline’s goal is to protect and 

teach. Punishment’s goal is to cast judgment or condemnation. God disciplines those He loves 

(Proverbs 3:12, Hebrews 12:6). 

 

 Patiently help your teens understand what is undergirding every boundary and patiently work 

through any resistance. 

 

 

 

Above all, encourage parents to assure their kid that they are loved, and that no matter what they 

have done in the past, that you believe that they are capable of making great decisions in the area of 

dating & this digital culture. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
Following Jesus’ Sex Talk 
Model 
Jason Soucinek 
 
January 2, 2017 
 
 

 

My mom was the voice of correction growing up. I knew I’d done something wrong when my first, 

middle, and last name was shouted from another part of our house. 

Fear. Shame. Worry. 

 

All of these things would wash over me when I heard my full name echoing off the walls of our 

house. Even before I knew what I was going to be in trouble for I began coming up with excuses for 

my actions. 

 

“No, Mom, those crayon marks were there when you bought the house.” 

 

“It’s only a hole in the wall. Have Dad fix it when he gets home.” 

 

Sometimes I wonder if we unintentionally do this same thing to the youth we’ve been entrusted to 

lead when it comes to discussions surrounding sex. 

 

We have a responsibility to engage youth and their decisions, but I worry we engage the sin more 

than we encounter the person. When I ask students what God’s standards for sex include they are 



quick to respond, but most of their responses lack familiarity with scripture and instead express 

emotions similar to those that would wash over me when I heard my full name being shouted by my 

mom. Fear. Shame. Worry. 

 

It is unfair of me to say every church or youth group misses the mark in discussions about sex. I 

think many are doing their best when it comes to such a challenging topic. However, more and more 

data is suggesting that the talks and tools we have been giving youth are not impacting their young 

adult life. Many become frustrated with waiting as they enter their twenties and decide to live their 

lives in a way that fail to demonstrate God’s grand design as the sex maker. 

 

In 2011, I began an organization called Project Six19 with a mission to create conversations that go 

beyond the rules and regulations found in most abstinence or purity presentations. In my time 

observing these types of presentations I realized the focus was more about sin management rather 

than true heart change. They were focused on the short term solution while forgetting about the long 

journey of adulthood. 

 

So instead of adopting the typical purity or abstinence model, I decided to center our discussions 

around a different phrase: sexual integrity. Sexual integrity can only be lived out when we set our 

eyes on Jesus. Sometimes this can sound so cheesy, so much like a Sunday school answer. 

However, it is because of Jesus Christ we are made completely whole again so that we might live 

fully without shame. That is why something like abstinence and purity can miss the mark if it only 

focuses on virginity rather than the big picture of God’s ultimate design for sex. But sexual integrity 

(or when purity and abstinence are put in the right context) points back to Christ because it is in Him 

that the old has gone and the new has come, and we are a new creation able to give ourselves in 

love as He did. This is where our true identity is found, not in the status of our virginity. 

 

Because our identity in Jesus Christ is most important, our observations of how He encounters the 

sexual sin of others provides helpful tips for our own sex talks. Here are three observations of how 

Jesus encountered sexual sin: 

 

See and Hear Students 
 

Jesus engaged people by meeting them where they were and not where He wanted them to be. For 

instance, in John 8 Jesus encounters the Pharisees and a woman caught in adultery and He does so 

with a specific posture. He stands to address the Pharisees and humbles himself before the woman 

by being close to the ground. He got himself lower than her, which was unheard of in this culture. 

 

There have been times that my posture was just the opposite of this. When it comes to living out our 

Christian call to be holy, the default mode of our heart often includes rules. It’s an easy way to do 

life. That’s why I am not surprised when I’ve chosen to point out another’s wrong without first 

listening and taking everything in before responding. Rules are easy to point to and heart change is 

something entirely different. 

 

Instead of doing what could have been so easy, pointing out the wrong of the woman’s actions, 

Jesus challenges everyone to a higher understanding. Instead of stones being thrown at the woman, 

they were dropped. Most importantly, the woman instead walks away with a conviction that would 

have never occurred if Jesus had simply pointed out her sinful actions. 



 

The woman was seen and heard without ever speaking a word. She was loved and known without 

so much as a hug. How? Because of the way Jesus engaged her sin. He saw her first as someone 

made in the image of God before he ever saw the sin of her sexual encounter. 

 

How powerful would this be if we engaged students in a similar manner? 

 

Give Truthful Answers 
 

Have you ever noticed how honest Jesus is in His response to others when the doorway to 

relationship has been opened? Consider the woman at the well in John 4. This interaction with a 

Samaritan woman records a conversation that includes brutal honesty. 

 

Somewhere in the midst of this conversation of water and life Jesus is asked for this water He has 

been describing that is eternal. Her response, “Sir, I have no husband.” That is when Jesus says, 

“You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the 

man you now have is not your husband.” Notice Jesus doesn’t pull punches. Once the doorway has 

been opened and someone has been seen and heard it provides an invitation to go deeper in the 

individual’s story. This is an incredible gift! 

 

We are often afraid to engage in some of the talks surrounding sex. Further, we can be afraid to talk 

about the decisions some of our youth are making in their personal lives, as this requires brutal 

honesty. However, we need to have those conversations, especially if we’ve been invited into their 

lives. Even though you might be uncomfortable with some of the questions your youth are asking, 

you have to be willing to engage. If you don’t have an answer, be honest. My favorite thing to say to 

a student is, “I don’t know, but let’s find out together!” Our youth are living in a highly sexualized 

culture and they deserve responsible and well thought out responses. 

  

 

Communicate God’s Design for Sex 
 

It is not uncommon for me to hear someone say that Jesus never spoke on the topic of sex. This is 

disappointing because He did, multiple times. Jesus speaks of sexual immorality in Matthew 15, 

shares the power of sex and how it is more than physical in the Sermon on the Mount, and finally 

points back to the very design made clear at the beginning of Creation in Matthew 19. These are 

merely a few examples, but it’s clear Jesus was not quiet on the subject, and we should not be 

either. 

 

God’s plan is not to be a cosmic killjoy. Rather, His design for sex is an opportunity to live into 

something far greater than we could hope for or imagine. Please understand this does not mean 

God will “bless your socks off” if you wait, or that He desires to give you a “smoking hot spouse!” 

God’s plans are so much richer and they don’t need to include Christian platitudes. 

 

We must be honest about God’s design for sex. 

 

This means not just talking about sex as something physical to avoid but something that can be life 

giving. Sex in scripture is more about relationship and being known than it is about the physical 



experience. Yes, it includes boundaries like waiting for marriage, but these are for our protection so 

we may fully flourish as His creation. But we must do more than just talk about waiting until marriage. 

We need to recognize we are working with youth who might not marry until their late twenties or 

early thirties. The words we speak now will have long-term impact. We need to prepare students to 

navigate a culture that will include questions surrounding singleness, pornography, masturbation, 

dating, and issues related to LGBTQ. This means creating an identity that goes beyond their 

sexuality and places Jesus at the center of the discussion. 

 

In a funny twist of fate, it was my mother who had an impact on my choice to start over at 23 and 

wait to have sex. I had been a sexually active teen and young adult, something my mom and many 

of my church leaders were not aware of. 

 

Right before I moved away to attend a college in Eastern Washington, my mother asked me if I had 

ever had sex. I was 21 and this was the first time she and I had come anywhere close to having a 

sex talk. Instantly my body stiffened and I was prepared to respond much like I did when I was 

younger and heard her shouting my full name. Only this time my mom was asking me as an adult, as 

her son, as someone she loved, if I had ever had sex. This was not a “me vs. mom” conversation but 

rather an “I want to hear what you have to say” discussion. 

 

My response surprised her. Yes, I had been sexually active for quite some time, I told her (to her 

dismay). Without hesitation she said, “I don’t know if it matters now but there is a part of me that 

wishes you had waited. I wish I could have communicated that when you were younger.” 

 

Her posture and response was grace-filled and loving while also being true and grounded in 

scripture. There was nothing to fear. No need for me to worry. And I felt no shame. Yet, I received 

her value. Later that summer I made the choice to start over. 

 

We have this same opportunity with the students God has entrusted us with each and every day. 

The question is whether or not we will have the courage to use the model set before us by Jesus. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Theology and Sexuality in 
Youth Ministry 
Jeff Baxter, Sara Galyon, Steve Case, Teri Valente and 
Tim Baker 
 
December 5, 2016 
 
  
 
At YouthWorker, we’re always looking for a conversation that will help us understand how we can 

better unpack the Gospel for teenagers. The truth of Jesus impacts the entire life of a student. In 

light of that, we asked four seasoned youth workers to unpack their theology of sexuality as it relates 

to teenagers. Here’s how they answered that challenge.  

 

Steve Case: We cannot wave the scriptures in the faces of teenagers and say, “See? God doesn’t 

want you to have sex.” This is a decision that can no longer be made with just your heart. You have 

to use your head. Sex is not part of the “sin list” with R rated movies and smoking and dancing. This 

is real world stuff. The decision requires a level of self-awareness that is part of a relationship with 



their creator. You can make the “next level” decision based on “so she’ll think I’m a man” or “so I 

don’t lose him.” If you aren’t sure, you aren’t ready. 

 

Teri Valente: Steve, thanks for going first. I was totally psyching myself out about answering this. I 

want it to be more like: Everything you think, feel, or believe about sex and your sexuality, sexual 

identity and sexual orientation is directly related to everything you’ve ever heard, thought, felt, or 

known about God and who you are in relation to God. It’s all from God and there are times and 

places it is good and beautiful, but out of those contexts it can damage your ability to connect to 

others, your relationships, your identity and your perception of your worth. HOWEVER – I think more 

often than not, despite what we think, feel or believe- we express, “It’s bad. It’s sinful. It’s 

uncomfortable to discuss – so I’ll leave it to your parents.” 

 

Sara: A theology of sexuality is hard to discuss apart from a theology of personhood. Part of the 

reason we can’t simply look to scripture for all of our answers to what to tell our students about 

sexuality, is because scripture came from a time when personhood was viewed through a different 

lens. Too often people during the age scripture were property, women, slaves, and so on. When 

people are viewed as property even their sexuality is owned. However, we now understand each 

person to be a unique individual created the image of God, and that individuality extends into our 

understanding of sexuality. I agree with Teri that all of this comes from God, and I would also assert 

that we as youth workers need to start seeing teenage sexuality as part of a student’s individual 

being, that comes from the same wonderful creator. This doesn’t mean this part of our being can’t be 

used in ways that are damaging to our relationship with God and others, that’s where we come in as 

youth workers, helping youth navigate how our sexuality is used to relate to our creator and our 

fellow creations. 

 

Jeff Baxter: I agree Sara. Personhood is key in discussing a theology of sexuality, but I respectfully 

disagree on your interpretation and approach to Biblical Scripture. When I approach a “theology of 

anything,” I have to start with what God thinks about it. That is theology. What does God think about 

sexuality? What does God think about sexuality when ministering to youth? In order to figure this out, 

I start with the Bible as the “outside myself” authority, pray, seek the wisdom of the church and listen 

to the Holy Spirit and as I am working out a theology of sexuality in youth ministry within the local 

church, I must be teachable and open to changing it over time in a changing culture. 

 

Interpreting the Bible in context around sexuality is critical to understanding what God thinks. The 

principles of God do not change, but the methods adjust as we keep moving forward. With that said, 

God invented sex, sexuality and people (Genesis 1-2). It was his idea. This is why we must discuss 

these things inside and outside the local church with youth, parents and families. God made men 

and women including their minds, hearts, bodies and souls. People are complex, including youth. 

God’s intent was for man to glorify God. That is it. We have to figure out who to best do that! The 

Bible has much to say about what is moral and immoral when it comes to our sexuality. Much of the 

New Testament letters of Paul addressed the corruption of what was happening inside the local 

church. As people were coming to faith in Jesus, they were bringing their impure ways of living and 

thinking into the body of believers – the church. Paul shared some corrective teaching to help 

children, youth and adults pursue God’s best in all areas including their sexuality. We need to teach 

the same in our ministry contexts. 

 

 

 



 

 
5 Things Teens Want You to 
Know About Your Sex Talks 
Andrew Larsen 
 
November 16, 2016 
 
 
“Can I talk to you in private?” is a question that always gets my mind racing. 
 

At first I wonder if everything is ok, or if I did something wrong, but my mind usually ends up in the 

same place. Whether a student is pulling me aside while the band is rehearsing, or a parent is 

asking to talk in-between services, I always assume the subject is sex, and more often than not my 

assumption is right. 

 

 

Teenagers talk about sex. Their parents want you to talk to them 

about sex. If you aren’t careful the way you talk about sex can 

turn teenagers against you and maybe even the church. 

 

Here are five things teenagers want you to remember when talking to them about sex: 

 

Treat me and the subject seriously 
 



Talking about sex, especially with teenagers, makes most people uncomfortable, but your comfort is 

the least of what is at stake in these conversations. Trying to lighten the mood or cracking a joke 

might come across as making light of a situation that is weighing heavy on you student’s heart. 

 

The easiest way to show empathy to someone is to take seriously what they take seriously, so take 

their thoughts, ideas, actions, and questions seriously. Teenagers know when they are being treated 

like children. Reducing their emotions and decisions to childish crushes or impulses communicates 

that you don’t think that they are capable of dealing with the struggles and decisions they are facing. 

 

This doesn’t mean the conversation has to be tense and uncomfortable. Keep your sense of humor, 

but don’t make light of them or the situation. 

 

Even if you don’t condone my actions, don’t condemn 

me 
 

God’s word is very clear about sex and sexual practices, but the standard of “not even a hint,” 

espoused by Paul, is a standard that is rarely reached. The teenagers that need to talk about sex 

don’t need to be reminded of their shortcomings. When John introduced his readers to Jesus, he 

said that he was “full of grace and truth.” There is no better example of this than Jesus’ interaction 

with the woman caught in adultery found in John 8. Jesus tells her: “I don’t condemn you,” your 

immorality will not define who you are, and “sin no more,” what you did was sinful, don’t repeat it. 

 

Teenagers need to experience the same kind of grace and truth 

from their churches and youth pastor. 
 

Save the particulars for science class 
 

Most teenagers have been through health class, sex education, and several rounds of biology. They 

don’t need to discuss the particulars of sex with their youth workers or student pastors. They do 

need spiritual and relational guidance and emotional support from their youth workers or student 

pastors. They don’t want to give you all of the details and you shouldn’t want all of the details either. 

It is awkward enough for a teenager to come to a youth pastor to discuss sex, don’t make it more 

awkward by using terms that will make you both blush. Listen to what they have to say, and ask 

questions about the relational and emotional factors, but leave it at that. Focus on the spiritual 

issues, not the biological ones. 

 

Don’t freak out 
 

Reacting to surprising news is natural. It seems almost counter intuitive to not react when a teenager 

confesses something to you about sex, but if teenagers think that they are shocking you, you’ve lost 

them and they will look for someone who will be a little less shocked to talk to about sex. That 

someone else will usually be outside of the church, so don’t freak out. Despite what you are feeling 

or thinking, this conversation is about them, not you. 

 



Teenagers need you to remain calm and steady so that they can share their struggles, concerns, 

and questions with you, without wondering if you are appalled or scandalized by them. 

 

You can communicate your concern, disappointment, and even sadness while maintaining your 

composure, but the second you lose your composure you lose them. 

 

Let me know that there is always a place for me 
 

Teenagers need to know that there is a welcoming place where they can feel a sense of belonging 

and acceptance. One of the biggest fears that students have is that the church will no longer be that 

place for them if they are open and honest with you about sex. Do everything you can to assure 

them that this is not the case. Let them know that they can always talk openly with you. Let them 

know that you want them to be a part of your church no matter what they have done or decided. Let 

them know that nobody inside or outside of your church is perfect. Let them know that the church is 

a place where second chances are given and forgiveness is practiced. Let them know that the 

church is a place for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
Youth Culture Watch: 
Framing Sexual Sanity 
Walt Mueller 
 
July 17, 2016 
 
In just a few more than 50 years, our media culture has gone from treating matters of sexuality as a 

hush-hush topic to putting all kinds of sexual practices and issues center-stage. That certainly has 

been the case in the past few months as a variety of high profile stories regarding (among others 

things) molestation, abuse and gender reassignment have filled everything from the news to reality 

TV. 

 

I’ve been working hard to think more about the issues than the personalities involved. I’ve been 

trying to frame these stories in the bigger picture of our sexuality, God’s sex story, and the sexual 

stories our culture is communicating to us all. A recent walk through 2 Samuel took me to chapter 11 

and the gut-wrenching story of David and Bathsheeba. After reading, I jotted some thoughts I hope 

will be helpful to me, as well as other youth workers as we engage with kids about all matters sexual. 

 

First, we cannot deny or forget that sexual desire and curiosity is a good thing that we should expect 

to exist in all humanity. God is the Sexual Gift Giver, and we are the recipients of this good and 

wonderful gift. Sadly, the church has failed miserably to communicate this reality. Failing to see how 

our sexuality was made by God right at the start, woven in and through us, and given to us as a gift 

for our flourishing…well…we not only fail to communicate good theology, but our silence and 

uneasiness with things sexual communicates a horribly flawed theology of our sexuality, which 

leaves young and old alike scrambling to figure out how to understand and live out these powerful 

drives and desires. Our silence communicates that sex and sexuality is shameful. Could this be why 



Christian fundamentalism is a hotbed for sexual sin? While the church sometimes erroneously tells 

God’s story void of sexuality, the culture is guilty of telling a sexual story void of its rightful place in 

God’s story. We all struggle to get it right, but get it right we must. 

 

Second, all people are horribly broken. Our sexuality is broken, too. Yes, we need a robust and 

realistic theology of sin. When we understand human depravity, we will not be surprised by 

revelations of sexual sin. Perhaps more important, a robust and realistic theology of sin should leave 

us looking inward with great fear and trembling. “Know yourself” is a mantra I tell myself all the time. 

What I should know more than anything else are my points of weakness. As I tell youth workers all 

the time, “You are just one bad decision away from being a headline.” As sinners ourselves, we must 

be sure to help our kids see their default sexual setting is to rebel against God’s good plan for sex 

and do the wrong thing. 

 

Third, we are responsible for developing self-discipline. Peter issued this warning in 1 Peter 5:8: “Be 

alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone 

to devour.” I don’t know about you, but I easily can downplay and forget the unseen battle that rages 

all around and inside all of us. Mistake. Have you ever read the first three chapters of Genesis? Why 

is redemption necessary? Why is our world so broken? Know yourself. Know your default settings. 

Know your unique issues and temptations. Know your triggers. Don’t go where you can’t go. Seek 

accountability and help. If someone you know comes to you and says you have a problem and need 

help—listen. 

 

Finally, in a do-anything and hypersexualized world, we will do anything and everything as we allow 

our lives to revolve around the idol of sexuality. Honestly, I’m surprised we’re not hearing more 

stories such as this. I believe that in time and in the very near future, we will be hearing more and 

more stories as a generation of kids nurtured by a boundary-less and border-less ambient sexuality 

comes of age. Sadly, many of the stories will involve victims and perpetrators who haven’t yet come 

of age. That’s called age-compression. As I always say, “Culture is the soup that our kids swim and 

marinate in 24/7.” If that’s the case, we shouldn’t be surprised at how they are flavored. Is it possible 

that we might be moving from a world where that which is secret sin becomes an open celebration? 

Then there’s the schizophrenic mixed messages our culture sends to our developmentally vulnerable 

and easily influenced kids, things such as, “Go ahead and look at this!” but, “Don’t you ever do this!” 

This is where so much of the difficulty arises. Right is still right, and wrong is still wrong. People 

ultimately are responsible for themselves and should be held accountable for their decisions and 

actions. I’m not sure we can stand and point accusing fingers without any blame at all when we’ve 

been part of the horribly flawed nurturing process through commission or omission. 

 

Our culture is talking about sexuality. We need to do the same. In doing so, we must redeem this 

horribly misunderstood and misused good gift of God! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 
10 THINGS I WISH EVERY 
CHRISTIAN LEADER KNEW 
ABOUT GAY TEENS IN 
THEIR CHURCH 
LAURIE KRIEG 
 
August, 2017 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Those gay teens in your church? I was one of them. I didn’t really know it yet—I didn’t identify as 
gay—but I was attracted to women. I felt an increasing intrigue towards them, while boys were… 
kind of gross. I had five brothers (and seven sisters), so I grew up fighting with the boys, playing GI 
Joes with the boys, longing to be included with the boys.  
 
I dated guys a bit. One of my boyfriends seemed like the male version of me: he was the other youth 
group superstar. When we secretly caught each other’s eye in the prayer circle, we silently agreed 
dating the other superstar made sense. That was an interesting few months.  
 
Nobody suspected me. I hardly suspected myself. Whenever I felt the draw towards women, I 
squashed it down. That’s a sin. Not just a sin, but the worst-worst sin, I believed. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwik772y8dfXAhUE32MKHY8pDn8QjRwIBw&url=http://www.premierchristianity.com/Featured-Topics/Homosexuality/The-Bible-and-Homosexuality-Part-One&psig=AOvVaw1iFBb-4XPIrEY8E_QLcbBi&ust=1511635994565050


When I share my testimony, this is usually the part where I fast-forward to my secret same-sex 
relationship in college. I was attending a Christian university, facilitating small groups, and leading 
worship at the same church where my dad was a pastor. I wished I could tell someone, but I didn’t 
know who I could trust. Every time I heard church people say, “Those gay people,” their voices 
dripping with vitriol, or every time they elbowed me after making a gay joke, I threw up an invisible 
wall of distrust between us. I will never be open with them, I promised myself. Staying in the church 
is harder than leaving. 
  
I often continue the story to a scene post-college where I wrestled between two choices: kill myself  
or come out as a lesbian atheist. I talk about how a wise person taught me these “solutions” were not 
the answers I was searching for. There was a third way I didn’t know was possible, and it was to sink 
my whole self into the truth of the gospel: “You are broken. You are beloved. But so is everyone. You 
can live in the tension with hope.”1  
 
Today, though, I do not want to fast-forward through high school. Instead, I want to push pause right 
at the moment I was first wrestling with my sexuality, and ask High School Laurie: What do you wish 
your church knew about you? What do you wish they would do for you? 
 
Based on her responses, and the desires of many present-day young adults I have mentored, I offer 
you this paper.2 It does not speak for every LGBTQ person who walks boldly or secretly through 
your church doors, but I hope it speaks for some. Here are ten things I wish my church had known 
about me:  
 

1. I Have No Idea Who I Am. 
 
Sexuality aside, I hardly knew who I was in high school. Some of this was because the human brain 
is not fully developed until we are 25 years old,3 but some of it was because I was a chameleon.  
I am not the first or last chameleon to walk through high school.4  
Before my senior year, I played many roles at the five different schools I attended: mean girl, flirty 
girl, smart girl, youth group girl, and mean girl again. It was all an identity based on performance and 
others’ perceptions of me.  
 
Then I had a real, Holy Spirit encounter on a senior backpacking trip with our youth group. God 
reached below the layers of hiding, pain, cruelty, questioning, self-hatred, and genuine love of God 
to say, “I see you, Laurie. I know the real you, and I love you.” 
  
I wish I had been taught back then how to get to know the real me. God was calling her forth, but I 
didn’t know how to answer him. I didn’t know what tools to use to bring the real me before a real God 
in a real world.  
 

2. I Need a Gospel-Centered Identity. 
 
I didn’t need self-help books; I needed an identity that was unwavering. The only unchangeable 
identity out there is found in the God of the Bible. I needed to learn how to read the Bible and let it 
read me. I needed to learn to express my pain through lament like the Psalmists. I needed to learn 
how the gospel fuels the joy that equips me to die a thousand deaths every day, and how that same 
gospel wakens me with more love than a thousand Instagram likes. (Back then, of course, it  
was probably “e-props” on my Xanga site, but I digress.) I wish I knew how to listen to God, to fast, 
to celebrate, to meditate on the word, and to let him into the secret places of my heart.   
 
Had I known—truly known—the foundational truth of the gospel that says I am more sinful than I 
believe and more loved than I can imagine, when I was ready to process some of my pain, I could 
have done so using the gospel as a template: I am broken. “This is my type of brokenness.” I am 
beloved. “This type of brokenness doesn’t make me less loved.” 



If I had known an identity based not on my goodness or failings but on God’s grace, I might have 
been spared the hours I spent begging a God I thought hated me: “Please, squash me and start 
over. Just kill me. I am a failure.” 
 
I wasn’t a failure. I was loved. But my achievement/works-based identity was failing me. 
 

3. I Am a Prodigal, Too. 
 
Because I was such a good kid, people assumed nothing painful or messy could be hiding behind 
my smiling face and shiny blonde hair. 
 
It’s easy to forget that the older brother is just as much a prodigal as the younger.  We say it in 
sermons, but let’s be honest: The older brother doesn’t cause as many problems. The parent or 
pastor can take a mental break knowing the hardworking firstborn is getting stuff done. We don’t 
have to have a sit-down, “How’s your heart?” chat with them because their heart seems good. It’s 
that darn pig-reeking younger brother who is the problem child—they are messing with our ability to 
make this family or church operate nicely. 
 
We need to have those heart-to-heart talks with the good kids and the bad kids alike. We need to 
recognize that a well-behaved faith is not always a sign of a healthy heart; sometimes, it’s the mark 
of a heart running from a terrifying reality within. 
 
Some parents of LGBTQ-identifying or questioning teens are incredibly frustrated, shocked because 
their once-“good” kid is suddenly a prodigal. They feel as if their child has “turned” on them. These 
parents forget that we are all prodigals—gay, straight, genderqueer, valedictorians, New York Times 
bestsellers, older sisters, or pig-slopping younger brothers.   
 

4. I Need Room To Be Messy. 
 
“Give your child space to be messy,” my husband, Matt, a licensed counselor, often says to parents. 
Messy?! Messy! How about switch them back to the good kid I had yesterday! I see the parents’ 
faces twitch. “This is not who they are!” And maybe they even say to their child, “This is not who you 
are!” 
 
What parents and pastors and church leaders often don’t realize is that statements like “This is not 
who you are” put pressure on a child to make a premature decision about who they are and perhaps 
even about how they are going to live. They may have already come out as gay, but parents often 
don’t hear the secret question mark at the end of the sentence: “I am gay…?” To say, “No, you’re 
not,” pressures the teenager to think of this question as a simple binary with only two possible 
answers.  
 
Parents cannot contradict attraction. They can lay out for their child a biblical plan for what to do with 
same-sex attraction, but they cannot simply say “No” to their child any more than they could  
tell their straight child not to feel attraction to the opposite sex.  
 
The same-sex attracted child may be wrestling primarily with what to do about their attractions. (Do I 
want to be a celibate gay Christian? A same-sex attracted Christian? Someone who is open to 
dating the opposite sex?) Statements like, “No, you’re not this person” (which the child interprets as, 
“No, you’re not attracted to the same sex”), will isolate the child from parents at the very moment 
parental support is most important. That isolation can become a void, a Grand Canyon of 
misunderstanding. The child may then choose an easier emotion like anger to cover their pain, and 
double down: “Yes, I am this person, and I’m going to go live it out right now,” or turn their anger 
inward towards suicidal ideation and self-harm.6   



We need to let our teens have room to be messy while we instill a gospel-centered identity—no 
matter how they decide to identify during and after their season of wrestling.  
 
 

5. If I Come Out To You, Here Is How You Can Respond: 
 
• Thank the child—sincerely. “Thank you so much for trusting me with what you shared. That must 
have been really difficult to do.” 
 
• Reaffirm your care and love. “I don’t see you • any differently. I love you the same as I did five 
minutes ago.” 
 
• Don’t say, “I thought so,” or even, “I never guessed it.” It makes the child feel like they are either a 
walking stereotype or a minority of a minority (by a “minority of a minority,” I mean they may think, “I 
don’t look gay, but I am gay.  
 
• Ask if it’s okay for you to ask some questions. “Can I ask you more about your experience? Feel 
free to not answer anything you don’t want to.” 
 
• Ask questions because you are genuinely curious. “I really would love to know, what has it been 
like for you wrestling through all of this?” 
 
• Ask how they identify. “Would you mind telling me what words you use to describe yourself? Where 
are you at in this process? How would you like to be addressed?” 
 
• If you’re in a panic about what to say, restate what they just said. “It sounds like you are saying…” 
Listen for feeling words. “It sounds like it has been really painful to talk with your old friends at 
school.” This is one way of helping them know that they are heard. 
 
• Ask what their support system is like. “With whom have you shared? What has that been like for 
you?” 
 
• Ask the child how they feel about themselves. You’re listening for signs of self-hatred and potential 
self-harm. Safety is the highest priority based on statistics of LGBTQ teen suicide and harm.7 “After 
all this, how do you feel about yourself?” (Get help if it seems they are a danger to themselves or 
others). 
 
• Ask the child how you can support them. “I’d love to come alongside you any way I can. How can I 
support you in this season?” (Then do it. Keep your word). 
 
• Reaffirm your love and care. “Just to reiterate, I love you so much, and I am with you.” 
 
• Hug them (but ask first). “Would it be okay if I hugged you?” 
 
 

6. Know That In Places Of Pain, You Can Speak Jesus To Me. 
 
When I was in a secret same-sex relationship, I remember staring at certain people and wishing they 
would ask me how my relationship was going. Tone mattered. Words mattered. Trust between me 
and the inquirer mattered. If someone I hardly knew had asked me directly and rudely, “Why are you 
doing that!? Don’t you know it’s sin? That’s not who you are,” I would have answered with a giant 
wall: “It’s fine! It’s great! You just hate who I am!” But if someone had come alongside me with 
genuine curiosity, I could have opened up about secret pain inside.  
 



In the end, this is what happened to me. “It’s so hard,” I wept to my pastor-father. Instead of rebuking 
my same-sex behavior, he grieved with me and pierced my heart with the love of Christ. It opened 
up my heart to my dad while simultaneously showing me Jesus’s love—something I felt for only 
seconds per week in that season. 
 
In the compassionate counseling ministry I direct, we see such an infusion of hope occur inside of 
young clients with whom we meet. They come prepared to lob verbal grenades at us, to reject us 
before we reject them, but we startle them with empathy. “You want to talk about it? You want to talk 
about the breakup? How’s it going with her?” When we courageously, tenderly engage mess (even 
sin-laden mess), we begin to hear the truth behind the walls: “I hate myself. I hate my life. I actually 
don’t know who I am. Is there something better than this?” 
 
Right there is where Jesus offers living water.  Right there is where the gospel is preached: We see 
you. We love you. We have experienced a better way—not of straightness, but of walking alongside 
one another through sexual brokenness, looking to Jesus as all of our hope and wholeness. 
 
 

7. I Still Need To Hear Wisdom Concerning A Biblical Theology 
Of Sexuality.  
  
In my mess, in my gospel-identity formation, I needed to know what the church believed about 
sexuality. I was not smart enough to figure out the theology piece on my own, and I needed wise, 
tender, courageous guidance to teach me. Otherwise, I was going to pick the easiest theology I 
could find and go with it.   
 
One of my friends, Pastor Johnny McKenna of Engedi Church in Holland, MI, has been making the 
entire month of February “Sex Month” for his junior and senior high youth groups every other year for 
nearly a decade. “We believe that it is important to address sex from the stage for a month because 
the students are making decisions about sexuality every single day,” Johnny said. He’s seen 
incredible results from taking four weeks to talk about pornography, heterosexual brokenness, same-
sex sexual brokenness, and God’s design for marriage. “Being open and honest about sex has led to 
students sharing past pain and regret, current issues and struggles, and future fears,” he said. 
“Students feel safe to share anything, knowing it’s okay to talk about sex in the church.”9 Johnny is 
talking and listening with empathy, compassion, and truth about sexuality, and he is seeing it 
facilitate community.  
 
But he is teaching. As broken humans our default is entropy. Our default is not to “run… the race”  
 
(Heb. 12:1), “fight the good fight” (2 Tim. 4:7), “fix our eyes” (Heb. 12:2), “put off your old self” (Eph. 
4:22), or “put to death… whatever belongs to your earthly nature” (Col. 3:5). 
 
We slide into sinfulness. We do not slide into holiness. We need to be taught what is holy—not only 
by our youth pastors, but by our senior pastors. 
 
A lead pastor friend of mine, Pastor Marvin Williams of Trinity Church in East Lansing, Michigan, is 
unafraid to step into these tough sermons. He told me his reasons why in a recent conversation: “If a 
pastor is unwilling to speak what is true, I would question their love for their congregation, and I 
would question their calling. If you love someone, you will say what is true. If you are called to speak, 
you will be obedient and do it.” 
 
Love me and people like me enough to preach—with empathy and compassion—the truth about 
sexuality. 
 



8. I Need Protection. 
 
When you speak about same-sex sexual ethics, you are speaking to a highly vulnerable population. 
LGBTQ teens are 2 to 4 times more likely to attempt suicide than non-sexual-minority teens, and are 
4 to 8 times more likely to attempt suicide in highly rejecting families.11 This is why I urge you to 
speak truth only alongside two very gentle words: empathy and compassion.  
 
When I think of empathy, I envision Jesus’s ability to sit next to us saying, “I get it. I’ve been there.” 
Because he has. His Spirit walks with us through every joy and pain, and he empathizes with 
temptation and grief from his tenure on earth (Heb. 4:15, Is. 53:3). Even if a pastor cannot empathize 
directly with same-sex attraction or gender dysphoria, they can unquestionably empathize with 
wrestling with broken sexuality. 
 
Compassion, on the other hand, is looking at a situation and acknowledging, “I can never understand 
your pain enough. I have not walked in your shoes, but I see the miles they have trudged through the 
muck.” Straight pastors engaging this conversation will never be able to empathize completely. 
Though we all experience sexual brokenness, there are unique challenges sexual minorities face. 
This is where compassion comes in. A pastor must speak from a place of empathy (“I can 
understand sexual brokenness”), but also from a place of compassion (“I see your specific 
brokenness, and I can never ‘get it’ enough”).  
 
When pastors take this heart posture of empathy and compassion, speaking out in specific 
protection for vulnerable populations from the main stage, it could sound something like this: 
“Everyone in this room is loved uniquely and individually. We want to care well for all of you. Your 
physical, emotional, and spiritual safety is our top priority. We do not tolerate bullying, unkindness, or 
rudeness towards anyone based on race, gender, religion, or sexual orientation. If we hear about it 
or see it happening online or in person, we will take it very seriously.” 
 
One more specific way to protect me and people like me is to seek to remove unintentional 
marginalization through offensive language. Instead of saying “gay lifestyle,” say “someone who is 
engaging in same-sex behavior.” (What is a gay lifestyle? What is a straight lifestyle?) Instead of 
saying “homosexuals,” say “LGBTQ people.” Completely remove the air quotes around the words 
gay and gay marriage, because those air quotes create an unnecessary divide between LGBTQ 
people and straight people. “Those people think it’s marriage, but it’s not,” the quotes say 
disdainfully. You can believe same-sex marriage isn’t marriage as defined by God without using air 
quotes. 
 
Lastly, stop saying the phrase, “Love the sinner, hate the sin.” This phrase is meaningless to an 
LGBTQ person who affirms same-sex sexual expression. There is no beginning and end to their 
being gay. It is infused in their identity, and so they simply hear you saying, “I hate your whole 
person.” Like Jesus does with all of us, begin with the person as they are, where they are, and trust 
God to work out their sexuality in his timing (see how Jesus interacts with the woman at the well in 
John 4:4-26 for an example of this). Focus on instilling a gospel-centered identity, speak what is true 
with tenderness, and let Jesus sanctify them.  
 
 

9. I Need A Mentor (Or Five). 
 
Chances were high that I would end up leaving the church completely. Chances are even higher for 
kids in youth group today—no matter their orientation. 40-50 percent of kids connected to a youth 
group in high school will drop out in college.12  59 percent of Millennials have stopped attending 
church completely. 
 



What’s the solution? A huge role is mentorship—specifically, a 5:1 ratio of adult, intergenerational 
mentors to kids.14 According to longitudinal research from the Fuller Youth Institute, “More than any 
single program or event, kids were far more likely to feel like a significant part of their local churches 
when adults made the effort to get to know them.” They recommend using the 5:1 model, which 
means there are five significant adult relationships per child.  
 
That may sound like too many people. As I reflect on my own journey and watch the students with 
whom I work, however, I suspect that young people are far more likely to experience increased 
support, less shame, and a submission of brokenness to the Lordship of Christ when they see how 
truth embodies itself in people. They watch their mentors walk the hard, narrow road of following 
Jesus. As they broaden their support structure by opening up to more mentors and friends, they see 
the gospel lived out in others. Perhaps there is something to living a broken/beloved life, they begin 
to realize. Perhaps I don’t have to be temptation-free. Perhaps I only need to be on the sanctification 
journey towards wholeness and holiness just like my mentor(s). 
 
 

10. Remove Heteronormativity (The Assumption That Everyone 
Is Only Attracted To The Opposite Sex) Whenever Possible. 
 
You may have heard and perhaps said, “Blue and pink make purple. Don’t make purple.” It is a 
lighthearted, well-intentioned way to tell kids not to make sexual choices with the opposite sex at 
events. But what if you’re not into the opposite sex? (Or what if you don’t identify as the gender you 
were assigned at birth?) This becomes an unintentionally shaming and ineffective statement for the 
LGBTQ kid going on a weekend trip with church. 
 
Don’t assume every young woman is attracted to guys, and every guy is attracted to young women. 
Practically, this means making subtle shifts in the ways we talk about sex and attraction. “Guys, I 
know you want to hang with the girls (wink wink)…” becomes, “Okay, I know you all want to chat…” 
Rooming may need to be reconfigured at overnight events to ensure everyone feels comfortable 
(this is a big conversation that must be handled delicately). Additionally, rethinking gender 
stereotyping at events would be kind to the silent LGBTQ kid who often feels incredibly “other.” 
Perhaps even once per year the guys’ day out could include painting pottery along with paintballing. 
The young women’s day could include grilling meat as well as a day of pedicures.   
 

Conclusion 
 
You’re not going to get this right every time. If you haven’t done it already, you are going to fail your 
LGBTQ kids—and your straight kids—many times. This is why, when I speak publicly about how to 
be a “safe” person for LGBTQ kids, I begin by talking about humility. Humility is the most incredible, 
approachable, attractive characteristic of Jesus, and it can transform our relationships with each 
other. “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking 
the form of a servant” (Phil. 2:5-7, ESV). 
 
When stepping into any conversation concerning the above 10 ideas with an LGBTQ student, it 
would be wise to begin with, “Hey, I want to understand and to care well for you. However, I don’t 
know what I don’t know. If I offend you, will you please tell me? I don’t want to hurt you.” Humility 
draws hearts together no matter our differences in theology or life experience.  
 
Humility is unquestionably the reason I stayed in the church even while I lived a secret double life. 
The churches I attended and the people in them were imperfect, but they were humble. They wanted 
to grow and to learn. It gave me hope that perhaps one day I would be free to share all of my 
struggles with them, knowing that they would learn to receive me and my story as another amazing 
but ordinary example of the gospel:  



 
I am more sinful than I believe, and I am more loved than I can imagine. And so are you. 
 
 
1. My definition of the gospel is borrowed and adapted from Tim Keller. His exact quote: “The gospel says you 
are more sinful and flawed than you ever dared believe, but more accepted and loved than you ever dared 
hope.” See http://www.timothykeller.com/intro/ for more. 
2. I am the executive director of Hole in My Heart Ministries—a compassionate counseling ministry for people 
wrestling with issues related to sexuality. The goal of HIMH is not orientation change but rather to create safe 
spaces for and around people wrestling with sexuality. HIMH Ministries has the unique privilege of walking 
alongside LGBTQ people, people wrestling with pornography addiction, adult survivors of childhood sexual 
abuse, and their families and friends.  
3. Aamodt, Sandra and Tony Cox. “Brain Maturity Extends Well Beyond Teen Years.” NPR, 10 Oct. 2011, 
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=141164708. 
4. Choi, Charles Q. “How Teenagers Find Themselves.” Scientific American, Nature America Inc., 1 Feb. 2009, 
www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-teenagers-find-th emselves/. 
5. See Luke 15:11-32. 
6. “Facts about Suicide.” The Trevor Project, www.thetrevorproject.org/pages/facts-about-suicide. 
7. For instance, relative to their straight peers, LGBTQ teens are 2-4 times more likely to commit suicide while 
living with accepting families and 4-8 times more likely while living with families that are not accepting (Bill 
Henson, Guiding Families of LGBT+ Loved Ones [Lead Them Home Ministries, 2016], 4).  
8. See John 4:4-11. 
9. Email conversation with Johnny McKenna, 24 Aug. 2017.  

 


