THE HUMAN CONNECTION

Faith, Tech, and the Search for Real Community

Week 6: Taking Off the Mask

Leader Teaching Guide

LEADER NOTES
The Big Idea

Leader Notes

Last week we said the New Testament has more than fifty “one another’ commands, and
almost all of them require physical presence with people you didn’t choose. This week we
go one layer deeper. Presence is the where of community. Honesty is the how.

Because here’s the catch: you can be physically present in a room and still be hiding. You
can sit in the same Sunday school class for thirty years and never let anyone actually see
you. You can shake hands, exchange pleasantries, share a meal — and walk out as
unknown as when you walked in. Presence without honesty isn’t community. It's just
proximity.

The world we live in has trained us to be exceptionally good at proximity without honesty —
and the training has been more aggressive than we usually admit. Hiding is an old sin.
Every generation since Adam has done it. But every generation before ours had to do it the
hard way. They had to actually be in the same room with people, manage their facial
expressions in real time, and answer hard questions on the spot. The mask was tiring. It
slipped. The cover broke down because human bodies in real rooms are bad at sustaining a
performance for very long.

The smartphone changed that. For the first time in human history, an entire population has
access to tools specifically designed to help us present an edited version of ourselves to the
world — twenty-four hours a day, with infinite revisions, with no risk of being caught off
guard, with the option to simply not respond to anything that threatens the image. Social
media did not invent the mask. But it manufactured the most effective mask in human
history, handed one to every person with a phone, and then trained us to wear it constantly
until we forgot we had it on.

This is the world your class lives in. Every person in the room — even the ones who don’t
use much social media — has been formed by a culture that now assumes a curated self is
the normal self. We don'’t just hide more. We have stopped expecting honesty in the first
place.

There’s a particular pressure that lands hard on Christians, and it's worth naming directly.
Many believers feel an implicit expectation — sometimes from themselves, sometimes from
their church culture, sometimes both — to present a testimony version of their lives. The
version where the struggles are in the past tense, the doubts are resolved, the marriage is
solid, the kids are walking with the Lord, and the spiritual life is steady. We learn to talk
about our former sins more comfortably than our current ones. We learn to share what God
has done more easily than what He’s still working on. The Christian life starts to look a lot
like a curated feed: real moments, edited heavily.




The problem isn’t that we want to honor God with our witness. The problem is that the
gospel cannot do its work in a life that won’t admit it still needs the gospel.

This week’s text is Galatians 6:1-5. We’'ll cross-reference James 5:16 and 1 John 1:5-10.
The discussion should aim broad rather than deep. We are not asking people to confess
specific sins to the group.

Leader Note

Pastoral Note: This week will be uncomfortable for some people, and some of that
discomfort is exactly the point. But watch the room. If someone shares something heavier
than the moment can hold, honor it — don’t move past it quickly to keep the lesson on
schedule. The lesson is the moment.

What You’ll Need
» Bibles
*  Whiteboard or large paper
* A simple mask (paper mask, masquerade-style, or printed face on cardstock)
» Optional: a smartphone visible at the front of the room next to the mask

OBJECT LESSON

Object Lesson

Before class, set the mask and your phone visible at the front of the room. Don’t say
anything about them. Let the class notice and wonder.

Pick up the mask and hold it in front of your face:

“When | hold this up, what changes? You still see me — sort of. You still hear my voice.
I’'m still right here in front of you. But something is in the way. You’re not really seeing
me — you’re seeing what | want you to see. And the longer | hold this up, the harder it
gets for you to know who | actually am. The mask doesn'’t just keep them from seeing
us. It keeps us from being known. And being unknown — even in a crowded room — is
one of the loneliest experiences a person can have.”

Set the mask down. Pick up the phone:

“This is the modern version. Same function, much better engineering. The mask | was
holding only worked when someone was looking directly at my face. This thing works
twenty-four hours a day. It lets me present a version of myself that | get to edit, filter,
schedule, and revise. It never slips. It never gets tired. And after a while, the version of
me on this screen starts to feel more real than the version of me sitting in this chair. This
morning we’re going to talk about taking the mask off — the old one, and the new one.
Because community without honesty isn’t community. It’s just a room full of masks —
some held up by hand, some held up by glass.”

Set the phone back down next to the mask. Leave both visible throughout the lesson.
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OPENING DISCUSSION

Group Discussion: When you walk into church on a Sunday morning and someone asks,
“‘How are you doing?” — what’s your default answer? And what’s the gap between that
answer and what’s actually true on a given week?

Leader Note

Let people laugh a little — most of us know exactly what our “fine” really means. Don't let
the laughter close the question; sit with it for a minute.

Group Discussion: Now think about your social media — or the social media of people you
know. What's the gap between the version of life that shows up there and the actual version
of life behind it? Is the gap bigger online than it is on a Sunday morning, or about the same?

Group Discussion: Why do we do it? On Sunday morning and online — what are we actually
afraid of?

Leader Note

Listen for: judgment, being a burden, being seen as weak, looking like the only one
struggling, fear of follow-up questions, the assumption that no one really wants to know.

TEACHING SECTION 1: WHY WE HIDE

There’s an old instinct underneath all of this, and we don’t have to guess where it started. The first thing
Adam and Eve did after sinning was hide.

Genesis 3:7-10

“Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they
sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths... And the man and his wife hid
themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden.”

Before sin, they were naked and unashamed. After sin, the very first project they undertook was a
covering — a mask, in the most literal sense. And notice the order: they covered themselves from each
other before they hid from God. Shame doesn’t just drive us away from God. It drives us into hiding
from one another.

That instinct is still in us. Every one of us, when we feel exposed, reaches for the fig leaves — a
polished answer, a deflecting joke, a busy schedule, a phone to look down at when the conversation
gets uncomfortable. The leaves change. The hiding doesn’t.
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Every previous generation had to make their fig leaves out of whatever was lying around. Their tools for
hiding were limited — the mask was tiring to wear, which meant it slipped. Our generation has been
handed something different. We have, in our pockets, a tool that lets us hide without effort. The fig
leaves used to be hard to keep on. Now they come with a charging cable.

Personal Reflection: What are your fig leaves? When you feel exposed or vulnerable, what
do you reach for to cover yourself — in person and online?

Leader Note
Give people 30 seconds of silence here. Don’t rush it.

Group Discussion: Shame in Genesis 3 drove Adam and Eve to hide from each other before
they hid from God. How might our current tools — social media, texting, the constant phone
— be making that same instinct easier and faster than it used to be? What does it look like
when hiding stops being a moment and starts being a lifestyle?

TEACHING SECTION 2: THE HIGHLIGHT REEL AND THE TESTIMONY
BRAND

Every person in this room who uses social media has been formed — whether they realize it or not —
by a platform that rewards the polished version of life. Likes follow the highlight reel. Engagement
follows the curated photo. The algorithm doesn’t reward honesty. It rewards performance. After years of
that conditioning, presenting a polished version of yourself stops feeling like a choice. It starts to feel
like the way life is supposed to look.

It's worth saying clearly: this is not an accident. These platforms were designed by people who studied
human psychology carefully, and built systems that reward certain behaviors and punish others. After

enough repetitions, your brain learns the lesson. You start to pre-edit your life — choosing what to do,

where to go, even who to be, partly based on what it will look like when it ends up on the feed.

Group Discussion: Where have you seen the “highlight reel” effect show up in your own life
or in the lives of people you know? What does it actually do to a person over time?

Group Discussion: Have you ever caught yourself living a moment differently because you
were thinking about how it would look online? What does that habit do to the moment itself
— and to you?

Here’s where it gets uncomfortable for Christians. We have our own version of the highlight reel, and it
has a name. Call it the testimony brand — the version of the Christian life that we feel like we're
supposed to present. Let’s slow down on this, because it's the most underdiagnosed problem in
modern evangelical culture.
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A testimony brand typically has these features:

Struggles are in the past tense. Current struggles get edited out, because they
don’t fit the arc of victory the brand requires.

Doubts are resolved. The hard questions you’re still wrestling with don’t make the
cut, because a testimony with unresolved questions doesn'’t feel like a testimony.
God shows up dramatically. The ordinary, slow, mostly-unfelt work of sanctification
is harder to post about.

The family looks great. The hard year nobody knows about doesn’t get its own
Instagram post.

The spiritual disciplines are consistent. The private version is more honest — and
more sporadic.

None of this is intentional dishonesty. It's the same kind of editing every other person on social media is
doing. We're just doing it about our walk with God. And the result is a kind of spiritual performance that

quietly damages everyone involved.

Galatians 6:3
“For if anyone thinks he is something, when he is nothing, he deceives himself.”

Paul is saying that our self-presentation can fool us before it ever fools anyone else. The performance
starts as something we put on for others. After a while we start to believe it ourselves. That's when the
spiritual damage is the worst — because a person who has convinced themselves they’re fine has no

reason to seek the help they actually need.

Group Discussion: What does a “testimony brand” cost the person who's wearing one?
What does it cost the people watching them?

Leader Note

Listen for: the wearer never gets help with the real struggles, never lets the gospel do its
work in the current battle. The people watching feel like the only one struggling, quietly
conclude they don’t belong in Christian community because their lives don’t look like the
polished version they keep seeing.

Group Discussion: Be honest — what are some “Christian” versions of the mask we
sometimes wear at church and online? What does our particular highlight reel look like?

Leader Note

Examples to surface gently: “God is good!” as a deflection. Talking about old sins
comfortably but never current ones. The instinct to clean up a struggle into a tidy story with a
moral. Posting Scripture publicly while privately not opening the Bible. Sharing the answered
prayer but never the unanswered one.
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Group Discussion: Younger believers are growing up with social media as a default. What is
it likely teaching them about what a Christian life is supposed to look like? And what is the
older generation in our church responsible to model differently?

TEACHING SECTION 3: KNOWN VS. ON DISPLAY

Before we go further, we have to make a careful distinction — because the call to take off the mask is
easily misheard. The opposite of curated isn’t exposed. The opposite of hiding isn’t broadcasting. The
biblical alternative to a highlight reel is not an unfiltered camera roll.

Social media has trained us into a false binary: present the polished version (the highlight reel) or post
the raw, unfiltered version (the breakdown video, the trauma dump, the public unraveling). Both
versions are performances. Both are aimed at an audience. Both are designed to generate a response.
What the New Testament calls us to is something different from either one. It calls us to be known. And
being known is not the same as being on display.

#® Word Study — koinonia (fellowship)

The Greek word for fellowship in 1 John 1:7 is koinbnia — shared life, partnership, common
participation. It’s the word used for a business partnership where two people share the same
risks and the same gains. Koinonia is not an audience watching a performance. It is two or
more people sharing the actual texture of one life. Being on display generates spectators.
Koindnia generates partners.

Authenticity vs. Oversharing

Authenticity is selective. Oversharing is indiscriminate. The authentic person knows who they’re
talking to and what’s appropriate for the relationship. The oversharer doesn’t draw those lines —
whoever is in front of them, or scrolling past, gets the same level of disclosure.

Authenticity is for the sake of the relationship. Oversharing is for the sake of the speaker. When
you share something hard with a trusted friend, the goal is connection, support, prayer, accountability.
When you post something hard to a thousand acquaintances, the goal is often catharsis, attention, or
validation.

Authenticity invites help. Oversharing invites reaction. The person being authentic with a friend is
opening a door — help me carry this, pray for me about this. The person oversharing online is asking
for a flood of responses that briefly make them feel less alone but don’t actually change anything about
the situation.

Authenticity is costly. Oversharing is cheap. Telling one person face-to-face what you’re really
carrying is expensive — the other person sees your face, asks follow-up questions, may remember it
next week. Posting the same thing online costs almost nothing. The cheapness is exactly what makes
oversharing feel safer — and exactly why it doesn’t produce the fruit that authentic vulnerability does.

Authenticity stays present. Oversharing performs. The authentic person is in the moment they’re
describing. The oversharer is already narrating it for an audience. The mask of the highlight reel says
look how good my life is. The mask of the unfiltered post says look how hard my life is. Both masks
face outward. Neither one lets anyone actually inside.

Grace Bible Church | Page 6



Group Discussion: Where have you seen the difference between someone being authentic
and someone oversharing? What did each one feel like to be around?

Group Discussion: Why is it easier to post something raw to hundreds of people than to say
the same thing to one person face-to-face? What does that gap tell us about what we're
actually doing when we overshare online?

A Practical Three-Question Filter
Before sharing something personal, ask:

1. Who is this for? Is this audience the right one for this level of disclosure? Is this something a
spouse, a close friend, or a pastor should hear before five hundred acquaintances do?

2. What am | hoping happens? Am | looking for help, prayer, or accountability — or am | looking
for a reaction? If the honest answer is a reaction, the post is probably not the move.

3. Would I say this in person? If you couldn’t say it across a coffee table to one person, it
probably shouldn’t go on a feed.

Group Discussion: Of those three filters — who is this for, what am | hoping happens, would
| say this in person — which one do you think most of us skip most often? Why?

Group Discussion: Is there a kind of public testimony that is appropriate and edifying — and
how do we tell the difference between that and oversharing? What makes a public word
about a struggle land well rather than become a performance?

Leader Note
The difference usually has to do with timing (you’ve already done the harder work of being

known by someone specific), purpose (it’s for their benefit, not yours), and tone (you’re not
still bleeding from the wound — you’re showing the scar).

TEACHING SECTION 4: WHAT PAUL TELLS US TO DO

Galatians 6:1-5

“Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him
in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. Bear one
another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ. For if anyone thinks he is something, when
he is nothing, he deceives himself. But let each one test his own work, and then his reason
to boast will be in himself alone and not in his neighbor. For each will have to bear his own
load.”
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First, notice that Paul assumes weakness will happen. He doesn’t say if someone is caught in

transgression. He says when. The healthy church is not the church without struggle. It's the church that

knows what to do when struggle shows up.

% Word Study — prolambané (caught)

The Greek word translated caught in verse 1 is prolamband, which means to be overtaken
or taken by surprise. The picture isn’t of someone deliberately running into sin. It’s of
someone tripped up, overtaken, surprised by their own weakness. Paul is describing the
normal experience of every Christian who is still being sanctified — which is all of us.

Second, notice who Paul puts on the hook. It's not the person who fell. It's the rest of the body. You
who are spiritual — restore him. The default response of a healthy church to weakness is not distance.

It's restoration.

#® Word Study — katartizo (restore)

The Greek word katartizo is the same word used for setting a broken bone or mending a
fishing net. It’s a careful, deliberate, restorative word — not a punitive one. Paul is picturing
a community that handles broken people the way a doctor handles a broken bone: with skill,
gentleness, and the goal of full function restored.

Third, notice the warning attached. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. The person doing
the restoring is one bad day away from needing it themselves. There’s no high horse in Galatians 6.

Here’s something worth naming about our digital culture: it has trained us in the opposite of Galatians
6. When someone in our feed messes up, the dominant cultural response is not gentle restoration. It is
public exposure, mockery, or cancellation. We have spent years marinating in a culture that punishes
weakness and rewards distance. And then we walk into church and wonder why nobody’s willing to be
honest about their struggles. They’ve been watching how the world handles failure, and they have
correctly concluded that it isn’'t safe. The church is supposed to be the one place in the world where
Galatians 6 is normal — where weakness is met with restoration, not exposure, where the response to

a brother caught in sin is gentleness, not content.

Group Discussion: If Paul assumes weakness will show up in every healthy church, why do
we so often act surprised — or even scandalized — when we see it in someone else?

Group Discussion: Where has the wider culture’s instinct to expose and cancel leaked into
the church’s handling of failure? Where have you seen it handled the Galatians 6 way

instead?

TEACHING SECTION 5: BEARING BURDENS

Galatians 6:2
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“Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”

% Word Study — baré (burdens)

The word for burdens in verse 2 is baré — heavy, crushing weights. Things too heavy for
one person to carry alone. Notice that verse 5 uses a different word — phortion — meaning
a lighter soldier’s pack, the normal load every person carries for themselves. Paul isn’t
contradicting himself. He’s distinguishing between the everyday weight of being a human,
which is yours to carry, and the crushing weights of life, which the body of Christ is
supposed to help carry.

Here is the practical problem. Most of us never give anyone the chance to bear our burdens, because
we never tell anyone what they are. And we don't tell anyone what they are because we’ve absorbed
the lie that needing help is weakness, or that being a burden makes me less valuable, or that people

don’t really want to know.

The tools we use every day have made this much worse. We now have hundreds of “connections” we
can broadcast to — but the platform was never built for burden-bearing. You can post a tragedy and get
a hundred praying-hands emojis, and not one person will actually call you. Real burden-bearing is slow,
costly, inconvenient, and uncomfortable. The digital substitutes are fast, free, easy, and frictionless —

and they leave us hungrier.

Group Discussion: Have you ever shared something hard online and gotten a flood of
reactions — but felt more alone afterward, not less? What was happening in that moment?

Group Discussion: What'’s the difference between someone reacting to your burden and
someone actually bearing it with you? What does the second one require that the first one
doesn’t?

Leader Note

Listen for: time, physical presence, follow-up, sitting in the discomfort, not trying to fix it,
showing up later when nobody’s watching.

Group Discussion: Why do we so rarely tell the people physically near us what we’re
actually carrying — when those are the people who could actually help? What's the real
reason — not the polished one?

Group Discussion: Think about a time when someone genuinely helped you carry something
heavy. What did they do? And what made it possible for you to let them?

Group Discussion: If burden-bearing requires safety, and safety is built over time in smaller
moments — what does that say about how we should be relating to the people in this room
week to week, before any crisis hits?
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TEACHING SECTION 6: WHAT ABOUT CONFESSION?

James 5:16

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be
healed.”

For a lot of evangelicals, this verse sits in the Bible largely unused. We’ve quietly decided that
confession is for Catholics and accountability is for recovery groups and the rest of us will just confess
to God privately and trust that to be enough. But James doesn’t give us that option. He ties healing —
iaomai, the same word used for physical and spiritual restoration throughout the Gospels — to the
practice of bringing our sin into the light with another believer.

That doesn’t mean confession to the whole group. That doesn’t mean broadcasting struggles online. In
fact, public broadcasting tends to function as a substitute for real confession — it feels brave without

being safe, and it tells everyone something without trusting anyone. It means having at least one or two
people in your life who actually know what you're battling — and who pray with you about it specifically.

1 John 1:7

“But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.”

Notice the order. Walking in the light produces fellowship. Hiding produces isolation, even when we're
in the room — or in the feed.

Group Discussion: Do you have one or two people in your life who actually know what
you’re battling spiritually right now? Not the whole group — just one or two people. If not,
what would it take to get there?

Leader Note
Don’t push for a show of hands. Let people answer that one quietly in their own heads.

TEACHING SECTION 7: BEARING YOUR OWN LOAD

Galatians 6:5
“For each will have to bear his own load.”

This sounds like a contradiction of verse 2, but it isn’t. Verse 2 is about baré — crushing weights. Verse
5 is about phortion — the normal pack every person carries. The point is that bearing one another’s
burdens doesn’t mean we hand off our responsibility for our own lives to someone else. It means we let
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other people help with the things that are genuinely too heavy, while we still own the daily work of
walking with Christ.

Some people use vulnerability as a way to avoid responsibility. I've told everyone what I'm struggling
with, so now it’s their job to fix me. That’'s not what Paul is teaching. True vulnerability isn’t a transfer of
responsibility. It's an invitation to be helped while you keep walking.

Group Discussion: How do you tell the difference between a burden that’s genuinely too
heavy and one that’s part of the normal load of being a Christian adult? How might it feel
different from the inside?

CLOSING THOUGHT

The mask is heavy. It feels like protection, but it's actually exhausting. The person who
never lets anyone see them is doing more work, not less — managing the performance,
maintaining the cover, watching the seams. The person who has stopped pretending isn’t
living a more painful life. They’re living a less tired one.

We were handed tools that promised us connection without exposure — the chance to be
seen without being known. We took them. We have spent years now letting them form us.
And many of us are quietly aware that something is missing — that we have more
“connections” than any generation in history and somehow fewer people who actually know
us. The mask got upgraded. The loneliness got worse.

The gospel says you don’t need the mask. You were known, fully and exactly, before you
ever had a thought of hiding — and you were loved in that fully-known state. The cross is
God'’s verdict on the version of you that has nothing to hide behind. He met you there. He
didn’t flinch. He didn’t walk away. And He calls the body He’s building to do the same thing
for one another.

The fig leaves don’t help. They never did. Neither do the digital ones. The body of Christ —
the actual people God has placed around you — is the safest place on earth to take them
off.

APPLICATION CHALLENGE

Part 1 — Being Known

This week, pick one person in your life — a spouse, a close friend, someone in this class,
your pastor — and tell them one thing you’ve been carrying that you haven’t told anyone.
Not the worst thing. Not the most dramatic thing. Just one honest sentence about something
you've been quietly carrying alone. Do it in person or on the phone — not by text, not by
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message. The conversation has to be one where the other person can actually hear your
voice.

Part 2 — The Three-Question Filter

Before you post, share, or send anything personal this week — online or off — run it through
the filter:

1. Who is this for? Is this audience the right one for this level of disclosure?

2. What am | hoping happens? Am | looking for help, prayer, or accountability — or
am | looking for a reaction?

3. Would I say this in person? If you couldn’t say it across a coffee table to one
person, it probably shouldn’t go on a feed.

You don’t have to act on every result. Just notice what the filter catches. Notice how often
you were about to do something you wouldn’t have done if you'd paused for ten seconds.

Part 3 — The Audit (Optional)

If you're willing, scroll back through your last month of social media posts and look at them
through the known vs. on display lens. What was for being known — and by whom? What
was for being on display — and to whom? You don’t have to change anything. Just see
clearly what's there.

Come back next week ready to share, not what you told the one person, but what you
noticed — about them, the relationship, yourself, and the filter.

CLOSING PRAYER PROMPT

“Father, we have spent so much energy hiding from each other that we have forgotten
what it feels like to be known. Help us this week to take one step out from behind the
leaves — the old ones and the new ones. Give us the courage to be honest about what
we’re carrying, the wisdom to know who to tell, and the grace to be the kind of people
others can be honest with. Make us a body that mends what is broken instead of hiding
from it. In Jesus’ name, amen.”
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