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Authorities in the area of sex education tell us: 

“The more positive, value-centered sex education kids receive from home, the less 
promiscuous they will be.” 

That sounds simple enough. But a majority of parents didn’t receive healthy conver-
sations about sexuality from their parents. So they don’t have a lot to go on. And as 
church leaders we should probably admit that we haven’t always done a very good 
job either. It’s easy to see how this generation of parents sometimes struggles to help 
their children navigate the murky waters of sexuality in a world of mixed messages.  

The result? Many kids look for information about sex and sexuality from sources other 
than the church or their parents. In fact, the number-one source for kids to get sex 
education is the Internet—and I’m not sure that’s the best place to get safe, value-cen-
tered sex information. Often their emotional involvement exceeds their maturity, and 
they’re left to navigate decisions about sexuality without a trustworthy guide.  

In a world of increasing accessibility, kids make sexual decisions at a younger age and 
often without the benefit of much help from their parents—and even the church.

What if there really was a better plan than just having “the talk” once—making a one-
time ask for a seemingly impossible task—and then leaving the rest to chance? What 
if instead church leaders could help parents have a more comprehensive approach? 
As a church leader who partners with parents, one of the most practical things you can 
do is give parents tools to help them navigate real world issues like healthy sexuality. 

For almost all parents, talking with their kids about sex is awkward at best. Yet, at the 
same time, parents genuinely do want their children to make good and wise decisions 
about sexuality. The church has a unique opportunity to help parents help their kids 
navigate this issue. But to be frank, we often miss our opportunity because we aren’t 
sure how to help. There are no easy answers and sometimes it’s a bit messy. But 
imagine just for a minute what’s at stake for the future of this generation. If there is a 
way to help parents be a better guide, isn’t it worth it? Can church leaders influence 
parents to communicate to kids and teenagers that God created their sexuality so 
they’ll sees it as a beautiful part of their life and faith?

THE GOAL IS SEXUAL INTEGRITY.

Helping parents navigate this issue is the church’s business for one reason. Every 
child is made in the image of God. And if every child believed God made them—and 
that God made every other person—it would fundamentally change the conversation 
about sexuality. It may sound overly simplistic. But I believe this one idea could dra-
matically change how a generation does marriage and family. 

No doubt parents in your community have a wide range of goals for their children 
when it comes to their sexuality. That will always be true. If we fight a battle to get 
every parent to agree about every issue related to sexuality before we help them, we 
may never be as influencial as we could be. 

So here’s one goal that could unite every church leader and every parent. 

We want every kid to grow up with sexual integrity. By sexual integrity we mean this: 
They guard their potential for future intimacy through appropriate boundaries 
and mutual respect. I don’t know a single parent who would disagree with that goal. 
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It’s a common ground, which makes it a healthy way to begin conversations and part-
ner with parents regardless of where they are in their own faith journey. 

Setting this goal in place means that in every ministry, at every phase of a kid’s life, 
you’re equipping parents to help kids and teenagers have appropriate boundaries and 
respect others so they can have a better relational future. I love the proverb that says, 
“Guard your heart above all else, for it determines the course of your life” (Proverbs 
4:23, NLT). You can’t guard a kid’s heart for them. But you can create a strategic ap-
proach to partnering with parents in such a way that kids begin to internalize truth and 
apply it to their relational and even sexual decisions. 

So if sexual integrity is the goal, what’s the strategy that will help kids grow up 
practicing appropriate boundaries and mutual respect? What’s the plan for navigating 
sexuality through the phases? 

The process looks different at every phase. Parents are intuitive enough to know they 
can’t talk with their preschoolers about sex in the same way they’ll talk to their middle 
schoolers. As with every other aspect of parenting, parents will continually re-define 
their role as they help their child develop sexual integrity. Here is one approach to 
guiding kids toward healthy sexuality at every phase.
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PARTNERING WITH PARENTS OF PRESCHOOLERS:
PARENTS WILL INTRODUCE THEM TO THEIR BODY.

This is a beautiful—and in some ways, simple—phase. The best thing a parent can do 
for their preschooler is to speak naturally about their child’s body. If parents can open 
the door for honest and easy conversations in this phase, it will increase the likelihood 
for better conversations in the phases to come. Here are three practical ways parents 
can introduce their preschooler to their body—the body that God created.

Name the correct body parts. 
Every parent will name their child’s body parts. “Nose.” “Eyes.” “Ears.” It’s a game ev-
ery parent plays during this phase. But all too often parents mistakenly leave out major 
parts of the body. We skip the private parts as if they don’t exist. Yet research shows 
it’s far better to teach children proper names for all their body parts. As awkward as 
it may seem, parents should at some point say, “This is your penis.” Or, “This is your 
vagina.” God didn’t make unspeakable parts of our bodies. God sees all of what He 
made. It’s more than okay to let our preschoolers know how to talk about their body. 
When kids are comfortable with the proper names, they tend to be more comfortable 
talking about issues with their parents. This has also been a documented benefit for 
children who are victims of sexual abuse. It’s hard to report something you don’t have 
words to talk about. 

As Christian parents, it’s also good to not only name the parts, but teach our children 
to view our body with respect. Parents can begin in these years to say: God created 
your body and He sees it as very good. 

Define privacy.
Just because children know the names for their body parts doesn’t mean all body 
parts were crated equal. Privacy matters. Now that they know the appropriate terms 
for their body parts, they need to understand that some parts are private. It’s okay 
to teach parents to say, “Private parts should be private.” Parents have the some-
times-challenging task of helping preschoolers learn what’s appropriate outside the 
house and inside the house when around siblings or friends. At times it may seem like 
an entire year is spent simply reminding them, “You can’t go outside with no pants on.” 
But it’s a value conversation to have. 

Acknowledge differences.
As parents introduce their preschoolers to their bodies, they’ll inevitably have conver-
sations about how people are different.  

“Some people have green eyes and some have brown. Others have blue or hazel.” 
“Some people have dark skin and some have lighter skin.” 

As part of these conversations, preschoolers may notice that boys and girls have 
some anatomical differences. Help parents know that this is the perfect phase to 
acknowledge how boys and girls are different. There may be conversations along the 
way that sound like this: “Little boys tinkle standing up because boys have a penis.” 

In the preschool phase, remember you’re helping parents introduce their child to the 
body God created. You’re also getting them ready for the next phase. Each phase 
builds upon the previous phase, so the introduce stage is a critical step for kids to 
develop a healthy view of their bodies and sexuality.
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PARTNERING WITH PARENTS OF 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLERS:
PARENTS WILL INFORM THEM ABOUT HOW THINGS WORK.

Most elementary kids ask a million questions. They’re curious about how all things 
work. 

“If the earth is round, why don’t people fall off?” 
“Where does Siri live?” 
“Why do koalas only live in Australia?”

Kids’ curiosity and inclination for discovery includes their own body. Just like the 
preschool years, parents should have conversations about sexuality in the elementary 
years. Continuing the conversation in this phase increases the probability of future 
healthy and open conversations. So here are three practical ways parents can have 
conversations with their elementary-age kids.

Give simple answers to biological questions.
Kids will ask questions. And parents should answer their questions in an age appropri-
ate manner. That sounds simple, but it’s not always an easy task. 

One mother of a seven-year-old boy made a mistake that’s so common for adults. Her 
son came home from school and asked, “Mommy what is sex?” Like most of us would, 
she freaked out. She and her husband had planned to have the sex talk in middle 
school. But since she had heard the authority say, “Answer their questions!” she 
decided to have “the talk” early. 

This mom placed a full plate of cookies and a tall glass of milk on the kitchen table, 
and for the next 45 minutes, went through every detail of how babies are made. She 
even drew stick figures. She held nothing back from her seven-year-old. When she 
finished she asked, “Do you have any more questions?” He had a totally confused 
look on his face. Then he reached into his back pocket and pulled up a folded piece 
of paper. It read: “Soccer Application.” On the paper was the question: Sex: M or F? 
He told her:“Mommy, I still don’t know what to write on this paper.” This mom gave her 
seven-year-old way too much information when all she needed to ask 45 minutes ear-
lier was, “Why do you ask?” He would have shown her the paper and she could have 
answered a much simpler question than the one she assumed he was asking.

In the inform phase, help parents become active listeners. Show them how they can 
respond to a question with further questions. Prompt parents to answer their kids 
with honesty, but without disclosing more information than the child is seeking. When 
a simple answer resolves the question, it’s okay to move on. Parents don’t need 
to inform their child about every detail all in one sitting. It’s far better to give simple 
answers over multiple conversations. Some time before the end of this phase, parents 
should give an explanation for how babies are made, for how kid bodies will become 
adult bodies and for how they see God’s plan for marriage and family.

Talk about boundaries, like: “Your body belongs to you.”
In the preschool years, parents introduce the idea of privacy. Now is the time to take 
that conversation one step further. As kids spend more and more time outside the 
home, parents should have conversations about boundaries, touching, bathrooms—
and even teach some prevention words to help protect them from sexual abuse. 
Here’s a suggestion of what a parent can say: 
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“If anyone else ever tries to touch your private parts or asks you touch their private 
parts, tell that person to stop. No one—not even a friend or someone in your fami-
ly—should touch you in any way that makes you uncomfortable. If this happens, tell a 
grown-up you trust right away. If you tell me, I will never get mad at you.” 

As uncomfortable as these conversations are, they’re necessary. In 2012, almost 
63,000 cases of child sexual abuse were reported in the United States alone. 
Thirty-four percent of these cases involved children younger than nine years old1. And 
it’s estimated that 80% of all child sexual assaults occur between someone they know 
and often love and trust. Just a few words—like the ones in the paragraph above—can 
help prevent, in many situations, a lifetime of trauma. 

Improve relational skills.
As kids move from kindergarten to fifth grade, friendships will become increasingly 
important. In fact, by fourth and fifth grade, peers have incredible influence. Parents 
should pay attention to these friendships and the influence they have on their child’s 
choices. 

But influence isn’t the only reason to pay attention. Research shows that kids who 
have a “best friend” in fourth grade are far more likely to have healthy intimate 
relationships later in life. Why? At this phase, kids are actively learning what it means 
to be a friend. When they learn to talk about themselves with someone else, find 
common interests and create shared experiences, they’re practicing the skills required 
for relationships. This is an essential phase to help kids understand and practice rela-
tional skills like honesty, forgiveness, generosity and respect. 
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PARTNERING WITH PARENTS OF 
MIDDLE SCHOOLERS:
PARENTS WILL INTERPRET WHAT IS CHANGING.

In the middle school years, kids experience a lot of changes. Almost every area of par-
enting intensifies, and the same is true for sexuality. This is a key stage for partnering 
with parents as they deal with sexuality at a different and often more intense level. As 
parents encounter new challenges, they’re often open and eager for help.  

Most middle school ministries plan a series addressing God’s intention for sex. But 
often we fail to provide tangible resources to help parents with the ongoing task of 
addressing this topic in everyday settings. Middle school leaders should be even more 
proactive about finding resources to help parents with the many varied issues they 
face. At the risk of oversimplifying, here are just three practical things middle school 
parents can do to interpret what is changing. 

Answer questions about sex in detail. If you don’t, the Internet will.
The average age a child in America will view pornography is age eleven2. Scary, 
right? Our middle schoolers experience the onset of desires that come with puberty 
in a world of often unlimited access. They have an increased awareness of all things 
sexual. But awareness isn’t the same thing as understanding. One of the greatest gifts 
a parent can give their middle schooler is an interpretation of the sexual and relational 
changes happening all around them. 

One parent recently asked me, “Do I really need to have dialogue with my daughter 
about her period and with my son about masturbation?” Consider this: If parents don’t, 
someone else will. Will the conversation be awkward? Absolutely. Will middle school-
ers act disgusted? Probably. But if a parent doesn’t have conversations with a middle 
schooler, they’ll take their cues from other places—particularly the Internet, media or 
someone’s two-years-older sibling with more experience than perspective. 

Increase positive affirmation and affection. 
As a son or daughter enters late elementary school and the middle school years, 
they’re likely to become more private. They want more time alone. They’re far more 
private about their changing bodies. That’s okay. But many parents make the mistake 
of translating this increased need for privacy with a decreased interest in positive 
affirmation and affection. Middle schoolers need to know that their body is good. 
The changes that are happening are part of God’s good plan. They’re becoming a 
beautiful woman or a handsome man. At a time when so many kids feel embarrassed 
and awkward, parents should affirm their child’s physical appearance. It’s also okay 
for parents to continue showing positive affection. Give them a hug and a pat on the 
shoulder. Humans were made for physical touch. A parent can and should give their 
child appropriate and positive affection in the middle school years. 

Agree on boundaries and help them script responses.
There’s a host of data to suggest that the middle school years are rich with poor 
decision making. Middle schoolers feel all the feelings, but they aren’t always good at 
interpreting what those feelings mean. They’re often naive and overly optimistic. They 
assume things like, “I don’t need a plan to navigate sexual boundaries. I don’t even 
have a boyfriend/girlfriend.” They fail to anticipate and they don’t have a mature sense 
of long-term consequenses. 
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One of the keys to partnering with parents in the middle school years is prompting 
a parent to talk about boundary setting. Parents should have honest conversations 
about what kinds of pressures may arise, and help their middle schooler create a re-
sponse plan. Kids need multiple adults in this phase to ask the questions, “When this 
happens, what will you do?” 

These are the years to help solidify a kid’s values. One way to help middle schoolers 
personalize what they believe is to have them make a commitment—to have them 
say aloud or in writing what they want to be true for their future. Of course, this kind of 
commitment will matter more when you accompany it with an action plan. 

For Christian parents, the Bible offers incredibly helpful insights into navigating 
sexuality. This is the perfect phase for talking about the meaning and implications of 
passages like:

- Honor God with your body (1 Corinthians 6:20, NLT).
- Renew your mind for good. (Romans 12:1-2)
- Turn [your] eyes from worthless things (Psalm 119:37, NLT).
- Guard your heart (Proverbs 4:23, NLT).

When our daughters were in the interpret phase, my wife took each one on a one-
night trip. They ate a nice meal, bought an outfit and then went through a book which 
dealt with many of the issues of this phase. Each daughter had a very different 
response. Our eldest loved it and had incredible dialog with my wife. Our middle child 
told her that what she was reading was “totally inappropriate” and begged her to stop. 
Our youngest asked to go on the trip a bit early because she needed a new outfit. She 
went on to tell us that her sisters had already explained “all the sex stuff.”

The conversations in this phase will be varied and imperfect. Parents will say things 
they weren’t intending. As church leaders, our most important task isn’t to make sure 
parents say everything right. It’s to help fuel the relationship between a kid and a par-
ent, and to encourage them to keep the lines of communication open. 
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PARTNERING WITH PARENTS OF 
HIGH SCHOOLERS:
PARENTS WILL COACH THEM TOWARD HEALTHY 
RELATIONSHIPS.

The average high schooler values experience over intellect, which just means they 
want to know for themselves rather than accepting what someone else says. But 
these same teenagers who seek experience often fail to consider outcomes of their 
decisions. They underestimate the ramifications. They don’t have a mature sense of 
long-term consequenses. Maybe that’s why so many teenagers begin to engage in 
some kind of sexual experience during this phase. Consider the following sobering 
statistics from The Journal of Pediatrics. 

When do teens have sexual intercourse?
12 years old—less than 2%
15 years old—16%
16 years old—33%
17 years old—48%
18 years old—61%
19 years old—71%3

Statistics like these don’t take into consideration many other sexual experiences—oral 
sex, pornography addiction, sexting, etc. The reality that we simply must face if we 
want to effectively guide a generation toward sexual integrity is that we aren’t educat-
ing a group of inexperienced teenagers. Many teenagers in our community and in our 
ministries have engaged in some form of sexual activity, and those who have not are 
navigating temptations most of us never faced as adolescents. We’re coaching teen-
agers to make wise choices about their sexuality in a world that offers them access to 
experiences that far outweigh their maturity level. 

Coaches know their players personally. They know their particular strengths and po-
tential areas of weakness. Coaches maintain a big picture perspective. They inspire, 
they set goals, they train and they never stop working to help a player improve. 

In the same way, as leaders and parents, we can coach high schoolers toward healthy 
relationships when we know them personally. We can imitate what’s true about a good 
coach, and we can help teenagers improve in their ability to discern what’s taking 
place in their mind, body, eyes and heart.  

In the best case scenario, high school isn’t the first time a parent or mentor has a con-
versation with a teenager about sex. But regardless of what has or hasn’t happened in 
earlier phases, it’s never too late to coach a teenager toward sexual integrity. Here are 
three practical suggestions to help any parent. 

Talk about dating values. 
Not all teenagers date. Not all sexually active teenagers date. But even though dating 
isn’t for everyone, it’s still a conversation worth having. Parents should talk to their kids 
about dating values early and often. Whenever possible, it’s helpful to give teenagers 
ownership in the conversation. Work together to set up boundaries, accountability and 
agree on expectations. 

For parents with teenagers who are inclined to date, you may want to cue them to 
become aware that early dating can be a negative. Exclusive dating at a young age 
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can get the engines revved up too quickly. Here’s an important graph to put in front of 
the parents of your church. 

Age of dating
14 years
15 years
16 years

% Who Had Sex Before Graduation4 

53%
40%
20%

Not only is it smart for parents to discuss when their child can start dating, it’s also 
a good idea for parents to have their son or daughter think about the type of person 
they would or would not date. To help parents have these conversations, Weekly has 
created a conversation guide to give parents some things to say and things not to say 
as well as a dating agreement that can help families get on the same page when it 
comes to dating.

Create a response plan for when you find something you aren’t expecting.
Many high schoolers with good parents make choices their parents wouldn’t have 
hoped for them. Whether it’s about grades, or alcohol, or athletics or sex, parents may 
discover something in this phase they weren’t expecting. In our experience, when the 
discovery is about sex, parents don’t always respond well. It’s not because they’re bad 
parents. It’s because they weren’t expecting to find out what they found out. 

If you want to partner with parents in this phase, help them anticipate what they aren’t 
anticipating. Parents will be better parents when they’re prepared. Advise parents to 
freak out on the inside, not on the outside. Cue them to create their own response 
plan in advance—and pray they never need it. When teenagers make risky sexual 
decisions that could impact their future, the last thing they need is to feel abandoned 
or isolated from the adults they trust. Parents have a unique opportunity in those 
moments to meet their teenagers with grace, to strengthen their relationship and to 
redirect their child. 

Utilize other influences, like a weekly small group leader.
The best decision a parent can make in this phase is to find other adults who can 
coach their teenager’s relationships. The temptations are too great. The stakes are 
too high. And let’s face it, teenagers aren’t going to tell their parents everything. Did 
you tell your parents everything when you were a teenager? That’s why smart parents 
will ask the question, “If you won’t talk to me about this, who will you talk to?” Every 
teenager needs a caring adult who will listen, not freak out and give the same advice 
a loving parent would give (except with more neutrality than a parent can give to their 
own child).

A couple of years ago, I led a small group of guys in my church. They were all strug-
gling with pornography at one level or another. We met once a week and though most 
of the time it wasn’t the topic, it always seemed to come up in prayer requests. The 
guys agreed to give me a “high five” if they had stayed away from porn and a “low five” 
if they had struggled that week. The high five would always elicit a huge affirmation 
and the low five would bring a phone call to check in. As the year went on, the low 
fives got less and less, and the high fives became much more prevalent. It was the 
power of accountability and the small group replenishing relationship that helped those 
guys move away from some very poor habits.

Parents intuitively know they need to talk to their kids about sex, but few parents know 
when or how. They hope their child will grow up to have healthy relationships, but they 
don’t have a plan that can help make that happen. Add that to the reality that never 
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before have our children had to navigate so many temptations, pressures or challeng-
es in the area of sexuality, and you understand very quickly why there’s a need for 
leaders like you to step in the gap. No, there’s no formula for success. There’s no one-
size-fits-all plan that guarantees a child’s future. But when you help parents . . .

introduce their preschooler to their body

inform their elementary kid how things work

interpret how things are changing for their middle schooler

and coach their high schooler toward healthy relationships . . .

you’re helping parents redefine their role. You’re setting them up to have healthy 
conversations about sexuality at every phase. And you’re giving kids a better chance 
to grow up with relational skills that will help them have a better future. And that can 
change families from generation to generation. 

Endnotes:

1 Child Maltreatment 2012, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
2 Center for Parent/Youth Understanding, 2013. 
3 Finer LB and Philbin JM, Sexual initiation, contraceptive use, and pregnancy among young adolescents, Pediat-
rics, 2013, <http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2013/03/27/peds.2012-3495.
4 Jim Burns, Ph.D. Teaching Your Children Healthy Sexuality. Bloomington, MN: Bethany House Publishers, 2008. 
  p. 25.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. When working with kids, students, or families, what is the most common 
issue you encounter when it comes to sexuality?

2. What do you feel is the most challenging issue to address or navigate when it 
comes to sexuality?

3. What have we done in the past that has successfully helped equip parents to 
navigate the issue of sexual integrity with their kids?

4. What do you think our church’s role should be when it comes to the issue of 
sexual integrity in the preschool phase? In the elementary phase? In the middle 
school phase? In the high school phase?

5. What resources can we provide to help parents guide their kids in conversa-
tions about sexual integrity in the preschool phase? In the elementary phase? In 
the middle school phase? In the high school phase?

5. How can we help equip small group leaders to navigate discussions related 
to sexual integrity in the preschool phase? In the elementary phase? In the middle 
school phase? In the high school phase?
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