THE HUMAN CONNECTION
Faith, Tech, and the Search for Real Community

Week 1: The Image of God in a Digital Age

Leader Teaching Guide

LEADER NOTES

The Big Idea: Before we can talk about technology, screens, or social media, we have to establish who
we are. The entire series rests on this foundation: human beings are not consumers, users, data points,
or followers — we are image-bearers of God (Imago Dei). If your class walks away with nothing else
today, it should be this: the loneliness and disconnection we feel in a hyper-connected world makes
perfect sense once we understand what we were actually designed for.

Theological Spine: Genesis 1:26-27 (made in God's image for relationship) - Genesis 2:18 (loneliness
as a pre-Fall signal) - John 17:20-23 (our community meant to mirror the Trinity).

Pacing: Opening illustration 8 min - Section 1 with woven discussion 10 min - Section 2 with woven
discussion 10 min - Section 3 with woven discussion 10 min - Application close 7 min.

LEADER NOTE

Questions marked * are the highest-yield discussion moments — prioritize these if time is
short. The questions are woven into the teaching flow; read them aloud at the point they
appear, then let the room respond before continuing. Not every question needs a full
discussion — some will land and go deep; others you can move through quickly. Read the
room. Keep the tone diagnostic, not condemnatory — technology is not the villain here. You
are building a case for something better.

OPENING: "The Notification That Wasn't Enough"

Begin by asking the class to sit quietly for a moment with this question — don't answer it out loud yet,
just think:

"Think about the last time you felt genuinely lonely. Not just alone — but lonely. The kind where
something felt hollow or missing."

Give them fifteen seconds of actual silence. Then ask:
"Now — were you holding your phone when it happened?"

Don't wait for answers yet. Let that sit. Then say: Most of us have had that experience — technically
connected, notifications pinging, a feed full of people — and still feeling profoundly, inexplicably alone.
That gap between connection and communion is exactly what this series is about.
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1. Do you think people today are more connected or more lonely than previous generations?
What's driving your answer?

e More than half of Americans — 57% — report feeling lonely, according to Cigna's 2025
loneliness survey. Gallup's 2024 research found that 1 in 5 U.S. adults experiences loneliness
daily.

e According to Cigna's 2024 Vitality Index, loneliness by generation breaks down like this: Gen Z
at 67%, Millennials at 65%, Gen X at 60%, and Baby Boomers at 44%. So loneliness

consistently rises as you go younger — the exact opposite of what most people would expect.
Eight in 10 Gen Z respondents report having felt lonely in the past 12 months

e The physical health effects of feeling socially isolated are comparable to smoking 15 cigarettes
a day, according to the U.S. Surgeon General's Advisory

e While younger generations report higher rates of loneliness, the detrimental effects of loneliness
are actually greater for older Americans,

% 2. Be honest: in the past week, how much time did you spend communicating
through a screen versus face to face? How do you feel about that ratio?

3. When you think about the most meaningful relationships in your life — the ones that
genuinely shaped you — what did those relationships require? What couldn't be shortcut?

SECTION 1: We Were Made From Relationship, For Relationship
Read Genesis 1:26-27 together.

Genesis 1:26-27

"Then God said, 'Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness...' So God created
mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he
created them."

Notice something easy to miss in verse 26: "Let us make mankind in our image." The plurality there —
"Let us," "our image" — has been understood by Christian theologians across centuries as a window
into the Trinitarian nature of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in eternal, loving, self-giving community.
Before anything existed, before a single star was hung or a single creature breathed, relationship
already existed at the center of reality. Community is not something God invented to solve a problem. It
is who God is.

% 4. What does it mean to you personally that God exists as a Trinity — that
relationship is not just something God does but something God is? How does that
change how you think about your own need for community?
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When He made us in His image, He didn't just give us intelligence or creativity — He stamped us with
His relational nature! We Were Built fo Gortnion the Way & fsh was bulltfor Water, the oy  ung

was built for air. We don't just want connection. We require it at the level of our fundamental design.

5. The fish and water illustration suggests that living without real community means working
against our own design. Do you see evidence of that in the culture around you? In your own
life?

To bear the image of God means to be the kind of being that reflects God to the world — a mirror of His
character, His creativity, His capacity for relationship. When we love well, when we are genuinely
present with someone, when we bear one another's burdens — we are doing something that reflects
the nature of God into the world.

Now here is the question technology forces us to ask: €an'a screen reflect the image of God? Can'an
SIGGTRIOVE2 ot B GNGEHOR BT E BURERG Tho answer matters more than we might think

6. Think about the people in your life who have most clearly reflected God to you. What did
that look like? Was it something they said, or something about how they were simply
present with you?

* 7. We talked about the difference between connection and communion. How would
you describe that difference in your own words? Can you give an example from your
own experience of one without the other?

8. What do you think it means for this church community to genuinely "bear the image of
God" to our neighborhood? What would that require of us specifically?

SECTION 2: Loneliness Is a Signal, Not a Flaw
Read Genesis 2:18 together.

Genesis 2:18

"The Lord God said, 'lt is not good for man to be alone. | will make a helper suitable for
him."™

Pay attention to when this is said. This is not after the Fall. There is no sin yet. No death, no broken
relationships, no shame. Adam is in a perfect, unbroken world, walking with God in the garden. And
something is still missing. God Himself names it: "It is not good for man to be alone."

9. Genesis 2:18 comes before the Fall — meaning the need for community is part of our
original design, not a consequence of sin. How does that change how you think about your
own loneliness? Does it feel more like a signal or more like a personal failure?
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This means loneliness is a signal, not a flaw. Think about physical hunger. Hunger is not a
malfunction — it is your body communicating something true: you need nourishment. The problem is
not that you feel hungry. The problem is when you try to satisfy that hunger with something that can't
actually nourish you. Empty calories silence the signal temporarily without addressing what the signal is
pointing to.

Loneliness works exactly the same way. That hollow, disconnected feeling is not evidence that
something is wrong with you. It is evidence that you are working exactly as designed — a relational
being whose signal is firing, telling you that you need something real.

% 10. The "empty calories" illustration — silencing the hunger signal without
providing real nourishment. Where do you see that most clearly in how people use
technology? Where do you see it in yourself?

11. If loneliness is a signal pointing us toward God and others, what are the most common
ways people in our culture try to silence that signal without actually addressing it? Let's
make a list together.

Here is where technology enters the conversation — not as a villain, but as a very sophisticated, very
compelling, endlessly available substitute. Social media, streaming, endless scrolling — these things
are extraordinarily good at silencing the signal without ever addressing what it is pointing to. We reach
for the phone, get a small hit of stimulation or social contact, and the loneliness quiets for a few
minutes. But we haven't eaten anything. We've just had empty calories.

12. Have you ever reached for your phone specifically because you felt lonely or
disconnected — not because you had anything to do on it? What happened? Did it help?

And over time, a steady diet of empty calories does real damage — not just to our social health, but to
our spiritual health. Because the signal God built into us is ultimately pointing somewhere beyond other
people. It is pointing toward Him.

LEADER NOTE

Augustine wrote in the fifth century: "Our heart is restless until it rests in You." He wrote that
long before smartphones, but he understood something profound: the deepest loneliness is
not the absence of people — it is the absence of God. No feed, no platform, no number of
followers will ever touch it. Consider reading this quote aloud and letting it breathe before
the next question.

% 13. Augustine said our hearts are restless until they rest in God. Do you think most
people today recognize the spiritual dimension of their loneliness, or do they
interpret it as purely a social or emotional problem? What difference does that
distinction make?
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14. Think about a season of genuine loneliness in your own life. Looking back, what was
that loneliness actually pointing you toward? Did you recognize it at the time?

% 15. As a church community, how do we make sure that what happens here on
Sunday actually addresses the loneliness signal — rather than just providing another
form of social stimulation? What is the difference between a church that genuinely
connects people and one that just gathers them in the same room?

SECTION 3: Our Community Reflects Something Larger
Read John 17:20-23 together.

John 17:20-23

"My prayer is not for them alone. | pray also for those who will believe in me through their
message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and | am in you. May
they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. | have given them
the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one — | in them and you in me
— so that they may be brought to complete unity. Then the world will know that you sent me
and that you have loved them even as you have loved me."

This is Jesus on the night before His crucifixion. Hours from the cross. His disciples about to scatter.
And in this moment — arguably the most urgent night of human history — He pauses to pray for us. For
everyone who would ever believe through the disciples' message. Including everyone in this room.

And what He prays for is not safety. Not success. Not numbers. He prays for unity. For oneness.

16. What is your first reaction to the fact that on the night before He died, Jesus spent time
praying for our unity? What does that tell you about how seriously He takes the quality of
our relationships with one another?

But notice the standard He sets. He doesn't pray that we would get along reasonably well or avoid
major conflicts. He prays that we would be one "just as you are in me and | am in you." The model for
our community is the relationship between the Father and the Son. That is an almost incomprehensible
bar — and He sets it deliberately. Because the purpose of that unity is equally staggering: "so that the
world may know that you sent me."

* 17. Jesus set the bar for our unity at the relationship between the Father and the
Son. Does that feel inspiring or overwhelming — or both? What would it actually
require of this group to move meaningfully toward that standard?
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The quality of our relationships with one another is meant to be a piece of evidence. A visible, tangible
argument for the reality of God. When the watching world sees a community that loves one another
with genuine, self-giving, sacrificial love that mirrors the Trinity — something in them recognizes that it
shouldn't be possible. That it must come from somewhere beyond ordinary human nature.

18. Have you ever experienced a Christian community where the quality of the relationships
was itself a withess — where the love in the room was the argument? What did that look
like?

% 19. What do you think the watching world currently sees when they observe
Christians relating to one another — especially online? Be honest. What impression
are we giving, and what does it do to the credibility of the Gospel?

Now here is the hope at the center of this entire series: the kind of community Jesus prayed for is still
possible. It requires presence. It requires patience. It requires exactly the kind of slow, inconvenient,
face-to-face investment that a screen cannot provide or replace. And it is worth every bit of it —
because the stakes, according to Jesus Himself, are nothing less than the world knowing that God is
real and that He loves them.

What happens in this room matters far more than we usually act like it does.

20. Is there a fundamental difference between the kind of community that is possible on
social media and the kind Jesus is describing in John 17?7 What specifically is missing from
digital community that this passage seems to require?

% 21. Think about the specific relationships within this class and this church. Where
do you see genuine, Trinity-reflecting unity already? Where are the biggest gaps?
What would it take to close them?

22. Jesus prayed this prayer knowing we would fail — knowing the church would be
imperfect and sometimes an embarrassment to the Gospel. What does it mean that He
prayed it anyway?

PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER

Use these questions to bring the three threads of today's lesson together before closing. They work
well in pairs or as a full class.

23. We covered three big ideas today: we were made from relationship and for relationship;
loneliness is a signal pointing us toward God and others; and our community is meant to
visibly reflect the Trinity. Which of those three landed most personally for you, and why?

Grace Bible Church | Page 6



* 24. If someone asked you to describe the difference between what most people are
looking for when they open a social media app and what God actually designed us for
— how would you put that into words?

25. Think about the people in your immediate circle — family, friends, neighbors, coworkers.
Who among them do you think is most affected by the kind of loneliness we talked about
today? Without naming them, what would it look like for you to be a more genuine presence
in their life this week?

% 26. As a church, are we currently structured in ways that actually produce the kind
of deep community Jesus prayed for — or are we primarily structured for
attendance? What is the difference? What would have to change?

% 27. This is week one of eleven. As a group, what is one honest, specific thing you
hope changes in how this community relates to one another by the time this series is
over? Name it out loud.

APPLICATION CHALLENGE
This week, do two things:

FIRST: Identify one relationship in your life that has drifted almost entirely into digital
interaction — texts, social media, occasional likes — where there used to be more. Take
one deliberate step to add physical presence or real conversation back into it. A phone call
instead of a text. Coffee instead of a comment. A visit instead of a reaction emoji. Don't
announce it. Just do it.

SECOND: Pay attention to the signal. When you feel that hollow, disconnected feeling this
week — and you probably will — don't immediately reach for your phone. Sit with it for sixty
seconds and ask: What is this pointing me toward? What do | actually need right now? Then
make a conscious choice about how to respond.

Come back next week ready to share what you noticed — not just about the other person or
the situation, but about yourself.

CLOSING THOUGHT FOR THE LEADER

"The hunger you feel when a notification doesn't satisfy, when a hundred likes still leave you empty,
when you put the phone down and the loneliness is still there — that hunger is not a glitch. It is not
weakness. It is not something to be ashamed of. It is the image of God in you, refusing to be fooled.

And it is pointing somewhere. The next ten weeks are about learning to follow it."

Next Week — Week 2: The High Places of the Digital Age

"Ancient Israel kept returning to the high places — shrines that promised something real but delivered nothing

lasting. So do we."
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