Group Discussion Guide

Because it’s so important to open lines of communication about all-things-sexual – both
inside and outside the church, among family members and in friendship circles -- here’s
a list of discussion questions that will hopefully spark some great conversations. These
questions are designed for:
•

married couples wanting to explore deeper levels of intimacy together…

•

parents wanting to instill healthy sexual values in older teens or young adult
children…

•

youth pastors or college ministry leaders trying to equip students for life

•

book clubs, topical study groups, or counseling groups

Whether your discussion group consists of just two people in a marriage, or 200 in a
classroom setting, I pray these discussion questions and conversation starters will
provide insight, help, and hope and be a huge blessing to each brave participant!
Shannon Ethridge
January 2013

Foreword by Stephen Arterburn
1. Stephen Arterburn states, “No man can be viewed as adequate when compared
to the excitement found in [erotic romance] novels” (p. xiii) and “Perhaps men are
getting a taste of what women have been complaining about for a long time” (p.
xii). What do you think he meant by these statements, and do you agree or
disagree?
2. What impact do you think it could have on a marriage when a woman knows her
husband looks at pornography and mentally compares her real-world sex appeal
to porn stars and sexy celebrities?

3. What impact do you think it could have on a marriage when a man knows his
wife is reading erotic romance novels and mentally comparing his real-world sex
appeal to unrealistic heroes in the story?

Note to the Reader: Fifty Shades of Reality
1. Have you heard of or read the Fifty Shades trilogy? Based on what you’ve heard
or experienced, describe your first impressions.
2. What impact do you think such erotic romance novels may have on single
readers? Marriages and families? Society as a whole?

Introduction: Reading Between the Lions
1. When Shannon describes the polarity in her coaching practice using the
opposite extremes of “legalistic” and “liberal,” do you believe people tend to
err toward one side or the other, or do you believe a healthy middle ground is
easy to find? Why do believe that?
2. Do you have a tendency to be too hard on yourself about your natural sexual
desires and curiosities? If so, why?
3. What advice would you give someone who is wallowing in guilt over their
sexual thoughts or previous actions? Is this advice that you can accept for
yourself?
4. Do you have a tendency to assume that you simply can’t control your sex
drive? If so, how has this idea developed in your mind?

5. What advice would you give someone who seems to think that their
unrestrained fantasies or sexual exploits (outside of marriage) are perfectly
natural and acceptable? Is this advice that you live by?
6. How would you describe someone who is being a good steward of their
sexual energies?

Chapter 1: Why Discuss Sexual Fantasies?
1. How effective do you think the church has been in providing sexual human
beings made in the image of God a “roadmap” to their sexuality? Why do you
answer the way that you do?
2. Do you believe a Christian can be “holy and horny” at the same time? Why or
why not?
3. Who did you get most of your sexual information from as you were growing
up? In hindsight, how accurate or healthy was that information?
4. Who do you wish you’d gotten your sexual information from? What
difference, if any, do you think that would have made in your life?
5. How did you do on the “True or False” quiz on page 6? Were you surprised
to learn that any answer in particular was false? If so, which one(s)?
6. Were you hesitant to begin reading this book at first? If so, why? And what
has inspired you to press through your discomfort and keep reading?

Behind the Curtain: How Is Fantasy a Friend?

1. Have you ever considered that fantasy could actually be our friend? Why or why
not?
2. Why do you think God created us with such vivid imaginations and a propensity
to fantasize in a variety of situations?
3. What would life and marriage be like if God hadn’t given us this mental ability?

Chapter 2: The Benefits of Boundaries
1. Why do you think that some Christians have been resistant or even fearful of the
field of psychology?
2. In studying the Psychology/Theology Spectrum on page 31, describe the higher
goal of weighing fantasies against scripture. What would that look like?
3. In studying the Repression/Expression Spectrum on page 33, describe the higher
goal of sexual balance and sublimation. What would that look like?
4. In the discussion about auto-erotic, erotic, and illicit sexual thoughts, were you
surprised at the statistics (found on page 37) about how often people fantasize
about someone other than their spouse? Why or why not?
5. What do you think the biggest hurdles are in building and maintaining healthy
sexual boundaries? Can these hurdles be overcome? If so, how?

Behind the Curtain: Retraining Our Brains
1. Do you think it’s possible for a person to retrain their brain and dictate what
sexual thoughts they allow to linger in their heads? Why or why not?

2. Were there any particular techniques in this section that stood out to you as
something that you’d never considered before, or that would be particularly good
advice for someone trying to “retrain their brain” during intimate encounters with
their spouse?

Chapter 3: The Faces Behind Sexual Fantasies
1. Do you think “the devil made me do it” is a legitimate enough argument for
someone who has committed an inappropriate sexual act? Why or why not?
2. Reflecting on the discussion about “archetypes” and “projection screens,” do you
believe that people project their own psychological needs and desires onto other
people? If so, what do you perceive the typical outcome of such projections to
be?
3. Do you agree that every human being has a “shadow self,” or an ability to act in
dark and sometimes destructive ways in spite of their spiritual convictions? If so,
what would “befriending the shadow self” look like, and what good would that do?
4. Why do humans so often look to other people for a sense of satisfaction,
fulfillment, and identity rather than looking to God?
5. According to Shannon’s vision on page 59, how does God react toward His
children when they look to others rather than Him? Do you agree? Why or why
not?

Behind the Curtain: Sophia’s Layers of Loneliness
1. Can you identify with any of the feelings Sophia described in her own life and/or
marriage? If so, which ones?
2. How often do you believe that people use sex simply to alleviate a deep sense of
loneliness? Does being desperately lonely make you a terrible person? Why or
why not?
3. Is it possible that God can ease our loneliness to the point that inappropriate
sexual encounters lose their magnetism? What would it look like for someone to
let God keep them company instead of running recklessly into the arms of
another fallen human being?

Chapter 4: Pornography: The Fantasy Factory
1. Prior to reading this chapter, were you under the impression that porn actors are
having fun and experiencing great pleasure as these movies are being made?
2. Did the discussion about the realities behind the porn industry impact your
impression of pornographic movies? If so, how?
3. If every person on the planet fully understood these realities and the inhumane
way that people in the porn industry are so often treated, do you think it would
cause porn to lose some of its appeal? Why or why not?
4. Do you believe that people who are drawn to view pornography (despite their
moral objections to it) are really just trying to medicate some sort of deep-seated
emotional pain? If so, give some examples of what feelings may drive a person
to look at porn.

5. Is there any pornographic actor, scenario, or script that will ever eliminate that
pain? If not, what might be some more effective solutions to finding relief from
those overwhelming negative feelings?

Behind the Curtain: From Pain to Pleasure to Pain Again
1. Have you ever heard of the term “sexual anhedonia?” Based on what you just
read, describe the mental condition in your own words.
2. Do you think it’s possible to go from “pleasure to pain to pleasure again” as the
book discusses? Why or why not? If so, how might one develop the ability to
experience deep pleasure once again after they’ve experienced sexual
anhedonia?

Chapter 5: Bartering with Our Bodies
1. Do you agree that people often look for what’s missing in their own life through
an intimate relationship with someone who possesses those exact qualities?
Can such a relationship ever truly imbue us with their personality traits? Why or
why not?
2. How often do you think men are actually looking for a “mother figure” when they
act out sexually in unhealthy ways? Why is this such a common phenomenon?
3. How often do you think women are actually looking for a “father figure” when they
fall for or pursue an inappropriate sexual relationship? Why can this be such a
temptation for women?

4. What do you think is really going on beneath the surface of a man or woman who
feels excited by the idea of having an intimate relationship with someone much
younger or much older? What is the likelihood of such a relationship actually
scratching any deep itches?
5. Why do people, including Christians and church leaders, so often make idols out
of other people? What does the desire for attention and affirmation from another
fallen creature tell us about our own relationship with our Creator?

Behind the Curtain: Searching for the Softer Side of God
1. Have you ever wondered why society is so enamored with sexuality, and with the
female body in particular? If so, explain any theories you’ve come up with.
2. This section of the book states that humans experience a supernatural pull
toward the sensuous female image because of our longing for connection with
the softer side of humanity, as well as with the softer side of God. What is your
impression of this theory?
3. What would it look like for society to embrace not just the masculine side of God,
but also the feminine side of God? Do you think that would help remedy any of
our emotional ills, sexual ailments, and spiritual hunger? Why or why not?

Chapter 6: When “One Flesh” Isn’t Enough Flesh
1. Why do you think God declared the ultimate relational equation to be “one + one
= ONE,” as in two becoming one in marriage? What are the benefits of having
ONE sexual partner for a lifetime?

2. What kind of problems do people create for themselves when they succumb to
the temptation to color outside of these prescribed boundary lines?
3. Benjamin Franklin is quoted in this chapter as saying, “He that cannot bear with
other People’s Passions cannot govern his own.” Do you agree or disagree?
Why?
4. When you consider the amazing things that occur inside the brain during sexual
climax (pages 118-119), how does that shape your thinking about the God who
designed our bodies and brains to function in such a way?
5. How can someone abandon their fantasy version of what sex and marriage
should be and embrace the “real deal?” How can married roommates evolve into
sexual soul mates?

Behind the Curtain: Brent’s “Rock Bottom”
1. What are some things about Brent’s story that probably hit a nerve or strike a
chord in many other men (or women)?
2. How can a child overcome the unhealthy sexual messages that are passed from
one generation to the next, either overtly or covertly?
3. Are there any unhealthy sexual messages that your own (current or future)
children may pick up from you if something doesn’t change in your life? If so,
what might that be, and what can you do to be the best role model possible?

Chapter 7: Grappling with Gay and Lesbian Fantasies
1. Imagine what it must be like for a child to grow up wrestling with their own sexual
identity. What kind of fears and insecurities might that person naturally develop?
2. Do you think it’s possible that some heterosexual beings wrestle with
homosexual thoughts because of some sort of emotional trauma from their
childhood? What kind of emotional wounds might lead someone to medicate
their pain with homosexual fantasies or relationships?
3. If you know someone who struggles with homosexuality, whether just in their
fantasies or in real life, did any of the possibilities listed on pages 140-142 strike
you as a possible explanation? If so, does this insight inspire you toward deeper
levels of compassion and acceptance toward this person? Why or why not?
4. Considering the harsh social, physical, mental, and emotional realities behind a
gay lifestyle (pages 143-144), how might the church become a safe haven for
those seeking the kind of unconditional love and acceptance that we all naturally
crave?

Behind the Curtain: Tracing the Roots of Same-Sex Fantasies
1. If “William” were your own son, or a close friend, how would you respond if he
were to be as honest with you as he was in this anonymous confession about his
fantasy of having a gay lover?
2. If “Cindy” were your daughter, or a close friend, and she divulged all of this
information to you, how would you react? Could you look beyond the fruit of her

fantasy, recognize the root, and assure her that you understand and that you
don’t judge her at all? Why or why not?

Chapter 8: Our Fascination with Pleasure, Pain, and Power
1. With so many women raised in Christian homes with such messages as “sex is
dirty, nasty, and bad” and “good girls don’t,” does it make sense why so many
women fantasize about being raped? What’s the difference in a woman’s mind
between being an “innocent victim” vs. a “willing participant?”
2. Does this mean she actually wants to be raped? How would you counsel a friend
who confided this secret fantasy to you? Could you help her understand the root
of such thinking and bring some healing, comfort, and assurance?
3. According to this chapter, what are some possible explanations as to why
someone would have incestuous fantasies, or fantasize about having sex with
someone who’s young enough to be their own child, or old enough to be their
own parent?
4. Explain in your own words what Etty Hillesum meant by the quote, “Each of us
must turn inward and destroy in himself all that he thinks he ought to destroy in
others.”
5. What are your personal feelings about BDSM fantasies -- bondage, domination,
sadism, and/or masochism? Do you feel as if it has any place at all in the
marriage bed? If not, explain why. If so, what are the boundaries?
6. Shannon’s mentor, Jarratt Major, believes that “We’d better learn to face [and
conquer] our fantasies, or else they’ll bite us on the behind as we’re trying to run

away from them!” How would it impact a person’s life, marriage, and family if
each of us learned to face our fantasies and trace the roots of where these
thoughts come from? Specifically, what ills in our society would drastically
improve as a result of such honest examinations?

Behind the Curtain: What’s Up With Sexual Fetishes?
1. As you learned the intimate details behind Stan’s stocking fetish and Laura’s dirty
little secret, what emotions were evoked in you? Why?
2. Explain in your own words how someone might form an early bond to a specific
object rather than to a person.

Chapter 9: Putting Fantasy in its Place
1. Do you believe that people often get entangled in affairs not because an affair is
what they really want or need, but simply because they don’t know how else to fill
the vacuum in their own soul? How would you counsel a friend who’s
experiencing this very dynamic?
2. Do you have other passions in your life (work, family, friends, church, hobbies,
etc.) that prevent you from straying into situations that pose a threat to your
sexual or emotional integrity? If so, what are they? What “reality” in your life is
far better than fulfilling any possible “fantasy?”
3. Do you believe a Christian can learn to trust their own God-given instincts in
moments of temptation? Have you ever stared temptation in the face, but found
the courage to do the right thing? If so, how did it make you feel?

4. Can someone actually be aware of when they are trying to rationalize their own
inappropriate thoughts? What are some of the lies we tell ourselves as we begin
leaning in this dangerous direction?
5. Do you think that extramarital temptation will always loom large over men and
women? Or is it possible for a person to be so content in their relationships with
God, themselves, and their spouse that ONE is truly all they feel the need for?
6. Do you truly believe with all your heart that God’s grace IS sufficient to help us
resist sexual and emotional temptations? Why or why not?

Behind the Curtain: Free at Last!
1. Was there any part of Lilly’s story that impacted you in a particular way? If so,
describe that dynamic and how it made you feel.
2. Do you know without a doubt that Jesus is always near to you? Regardless of
what kind of fantasies or dreams invade your mind, or what kind of thoughts
you’ve felt enslaved by, do you trust that God is fully capable of helping you
understand them, protecting you from them, and comforting you through them?
3. Consider the freedom that comes to those who are in Christ Jesus. Is this
freedom based on our goodness, or entirely on God’s goodness? What’s the
difference?

Conclusion: The Rest of the Story
1. Do you agree with Shannon’s opinion that “the most serious role we have in life
is to represent God well, both as spiritual and sexual beings”? Why or why not?

2. When followers of Christ allow their fantasy life to bleed over into reality in such a
way that a sexual scandal occurs, how does this impact people’s perception of
Christianity?
3. If each member of Christ’s body were to exemplify what it means to live as
healthy spiritual and sexual beings, how might that inspire others to want to know
God personally?

