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

Week 7: The Theology of Presence

Leader Teaching Guide

THE BIG IDEA

The most important thing God ever did, He did in person. The Incarnation is not just a
doctrine to admire — it is a pattern to imitate. This lesson moves from the theology of
presence (John 1:14) to its practical demands: prayer with follow-through, hospitality as
welcome, and the ministry of showing up across every season of life.

PRIMARY TEXT SUPPORTING TEXTS SESSION LENGTH

John 1:1-14; 1 John 1:1-3 Heb. 2:14-18; Rom. 12:13; 1 Approx. 55-60 minutes
Pet. 4:9; Heb. 13:2

LEADER NOTES

S LEADER NOTE

The first three weeks of this phase have been building a case. Week 5 handed us the commands —
the "one anothers" — and pointed out that most of them are physically impossible to obey through a
screen. Week 6 went underneath the commands to the mask we wear, and named honesty as the
price of real community. Week 7 now asks the question both of those weeks were circling: why does
the body matter so much? Why can't presence be virtual? The answer is not a productivity argument
or a nostalgia argument. It is a gospel argument. When God set out to rescue us, He did not send a
message. He did not send a representative. He did not send a feeling or an inspiration or a sign in the
sky. He sent His Son — in flesh, in a body, into a specific town, at a specific time, to be touched and
heard and seen. The most important thing God ever did, He did in person. That is the foundation. But
the foundation is not the whole house. Most of this lesson is about what we build on top of it —
because the Incarnation is not just a doctrine to admire, it is a pattern to imitate. The class should
leave today not merely agreeing that presence matters, but holding two or three concrete, specific
ways they are going to show up for someone this week.

S LEADER NOTE

A NOTE ON THE ROOM: This lesson can quietly convict almost everyone. The 30-somethings who
text "praying for you" instead of driving over. The 60-somethings who watch grandchildren grow up
through a phone screen. The folks who haven't had anyone inside their home in years. Don't aim the
lesson at one group. Let the Incarnation indict all of us evenly — and then offer everyone the same
way forward. WHAT TO WATCH FOR: The danger this week is that "hospitality" gets heard as
"entertaining" — matching tablecloths, a clean house, a good cook. That is the cultural counterfeit,
and it has kept more Christians out of the ministry of hospitality than laziness ever has. Gently
dismantle that early (Section 4 does this directly) so people stop disqualifying themselves.
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OBJECT LESSON — THE PHOTO OF THE FIRE (3-5 min.)

You'll need: A photograph of a fireplace or campfire — printed and held up, or pulled up on a phone
or screen. Optional: a real candle and a lighter.

Hold up the photo so the room can see it. Let them look at it for a moment, then ask:

@) DISCUSSION
"If you were genuinely cold right now — really cold — how much would this warm you up?"

Let the obvious answer come back: not at all. Press into it. This is not a bad photo — it is a perfectly
accurate one. The colors are right, the flames look real. As a representation of fire, it is excellent. It
has exactly one problem: it gives off no heat. You could stare at it all night and freeze to death
holding it.

Make the turn: This is the difference at the center of everything we are studying today. A screen can
give us a flawless image of connection. We can see faces, hear voices, watch lives unfold in high
definition. It can be an accurate picture of community — and still transmit no actual warmth. You
can be surrounded by glowing rectangles full of people and still be cold.

Then bring it home to the gospel: When God saw that we were cold — spiritually freezing, cut off,
alone — He did not send us a picture of His love. He did not send an accurate representation of
warmth. The Word became flesh. He became the fire itself, brought it into the room, and let us
stand close enough to feel it. In a world full of pictures of fire, are we willing to be the actual warmth
in someone's cold room?

S LEADER NOTE

If your space allows it, light a real candle at this point and leave it burning for the rest of the session —
a quiet physical reminder of the difference between an image of warmth and the real thing. If a flame
isn't practical, set the photo down where the class can still see it; point back to it during Sections 3

and 4. The object lesson seeds a metaphor you will draw on all hour.

OPENING — ICEBREAKER (5-7 min.)

@) DISCUSSION

Think of a time someone showed up for you physically — not a card, not a call, not a text, but a
person who was actually there. What did their presence do that a message could not have done?

Now — when was the last time you were that person for someone else?
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Let several people answer the first question. You are not looking for profound theology yet — you
are letting the room feel something it already knows. People will describe a friend who sat with them
in a hospital, a neighbor who showed up after a death, someone who just stayed. The point lands
on its own: every person in the room can tell this story, which means every person already knows,
at a level deeper than argument, that presence is not interchangeable with communication.

Then turn the corner to the second question. Let that one sit. Don't rush to fill the silence. The gap
between how easily we answered the first question and how slowly we answer the second is the
lesson.

SECTION 1 — GOD COULD HAVE SENT A MESSAGE. HE DIDN'T. (10 min.)

Read John 1:1-5 aloud, then John 1:14. John has every word in the language available to him, and
he is describing the most important event in the history of the universe. Watch the word he

chooses.

D SCRIPTURE

"And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only
Son from the Father, full of grace and truth." — John 1:14 (ESV)

John calls Jesus "the Word" — Logos. A word is communication; a word is how a mind makes itself
known to another mind. And for thirteen verses, John keeps the Word in the realm of light, life,
glory, eternity. Then verse 14 does something almost violent to the sentence: the Word became
flesh.

@) DISCUSSION

God had every option available to Him. He could have rescued us with a louder message, a clearer
sign, a more compelling text. Why do you think He chose instead to become flesh — to take on a
body? What does that choice tell us about how God thinks about presence?

Draw out the answers, then make the turn explicit. We live in a culture that treats communication as
the goal — if the information gets transmitted, the job is done. John 1:14 is God saying that the job

is not done when the message arrives. Love is not finished until it is embodied. God did not merely

tell us He loved us. He moved in.

©) GREEK WORD STUDY

The phrase translated "dwelt among us" is the Greek éokqvwoev (eskéndsen), from oknvow
(skénod) — literally "to pitch a tent,” "to tabernacle.”

John is reaching back to the Old Testament tabernacle, the tent where God's presence physically
dwelt in the middle of the camp (Exodus 25:8). His point is breathtaking: the God who once filled a
tent with His glory has now pitched His tent in human skin and walked into the neighborhood.
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Presence was never a side feature of the gospel. Presence is the gospel. "God with us" — Immanuel
— is not a sentiment. It is an address.

?) DISCUSSION

What do you think it says about the nature of love that God chose to come in person rather than
communicate from a distance? How does that reframe what we owe each other as a community?

SECTION 2 — A BODY YOU COULD TOUCH (8 min.)

Read 1 John 1:1-3. If John 1 gives us the theology, 1 John 1 gives us the eyewitness insisting on it
decades later. Notice how physical the language is — John piles up the senses on purpose:

SCRIPTURE

"That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which
we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life..." — 1 John 1:1 (ESV)

Heard. Seen. Looked upon. Touched. An old man is writing this, and he will not let go of the
physicality of it. He is not saying | had a powerful experience of Christ. He is saying | heard His
actual voice. | watched Him eat. | touched Him.

@ DISCUSSION

John could have summarized the gospel in spiritual terms — and sometimes he does. But here, at the
very start of his letter, he insists on the physical — heard, seen, touched. Why does it matter to John
that Jesus had a body that could be touched? And what does it suggest about whether our faith was
ever meant to be lived primarily "spiritually," at a distance?

© CROSS-REFERENCE

Hebrews 2:14-18 — Jesus "shared in" flesh and blood, was "made like his brothers in every respect,"
and because He was physically present in our suffering, "he is able to help those who are being
tempted." The writer's logic is direct: Christ's ability to help us is tied to His having actually been here,
in a body, in the middle of it. Presence is what made His help real.

@ DISCUSSION

Hebrews says Jesus is able to help us because He was physically present in our suffering. What does
that suggest about what people actually need from the church during hard seasons — and where do
we tend to fall short of that?
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The takeaway for the turn into the practical half: our faith has a physical center. A bodiless, screen-
mediated, presence-optional Christianity is not a modern upgrade of the faith — it is a quiet
subtraction from it.

SECTION 3 — "I'LL BE PRAYING FOR YOU" (12 min.)

This is the pointed moment. Slow down here. Say something like this, plainly:

There is a phrase we say in church more than almost any other: "I'll be praying for you." And it is a
good phrase. Prayer is real, prayer is powerful, and meaning it is a genuine act of love. But be
honest — how often is "I'll be praying for you" the thing we say instead of the thing that would cost
us something? It can be a true promise. It can also be a polite exit. It can be the spiritual-sounding
way we close a conversation so we don't have to enter someone's actual life.

@) DISCUSSION

When someone shares a struggle, what makes "I'll pray for you" easier to say than "Can | come over
Tuesday?" What is the text or the message protecting us from?

S LEADER NOTE

Watch your tone carefully in this section. The goal is conviction, not shame, and the line between
them is thin. Make it explicit: we are NOT saying "stop praying for people" or "saying you'll pray is
hypocritical." We are saying prayer and presence were never meant to be alternatives — in Scripture
they travel together. James tells the sick person to call the elders, who come and pray over him
(James 5:14). The prayer and the bodies in the room arrive as a package. If your class did the James
series, this is a natural callback.

The challenge is not to stop saying "I'll pray for you." It is to stop letting that sentence be the end of
the sentence. "I'll be praying for you — and I'm bringing dinner Thursday." "I'll be praying for you —
can | sit with you at the appointment?" Let the promise of prayer pull a body along behind it.

Practical ways to make this real:

* The "pray now" habit. When someone shares a burden, instead of promising future prayer,
pray right then — a short sentence, out loud, on the spot. It costs thirty seconds, it can't be
forgotten later, and it turns a parting phrase into an actual shared moment.

* Write it down where you'll see it. "I'll be praying for you" fails most often not from insincerity
but from forgetfulness. A note in the phone, an index card in the Bible, a name on the bathroom
mirror — a prayer you actually remember is a different thing from one you only meant to pray.

* Close the loop. A week later, circle back: "I've been praying for you about your mom — how is
she?" This one follow-up proves the prayer was real and reopens the door for in-person help.

* Match the promise to the need. "I'll pray for you" is fully appropriate for a distant or long-term
concern. But a crisis this week — a diagnosis, a death, a job loss — is asking for a body. Prayer-
only is the wrong-sized response. Discernment, not a formula.
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%) DISCUSSION

What would change in this church if every "I'll pray for you" came with one concrete, physical follow-
through attached? And what does it reveal about us that the follow-through feels like the harder part?

SECTION 4 — RECLAIMING HOSPITALITY (12 min.)

Begin by killing the counterfeit. Ask the room: When | say the word "hospitality,” what picture comes
to mind? You will get some version of: a clean house, a nice meal, matching dishes. Name it
plainly:

That is not hospitality. That is entertaining — and the two are nearly opposites.
Entertaining says: Look what | can offer. | Hospitality says: Come in as you are.

©) GREEK WORD STUDY

The New Testament word for hospitality is @iAoevia (philoxenia) — a compound of @iAog (philos,
"love/friend") and §évog (xenos, "stranger/foreigner”).

Literally: "love of the stranger.” It is the exact opposite of its antonym — xenophobia, "fear of the
stranger."

Biblical hospitality is not "having friends over for a nice evening" — by definition it reaches toward the
person who is not yet a friend, the new face, the outsider, the one with nothing to offer back. The word
itself rules out the comfortable counterfeit.

0 SCRIPTURE
"Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality." — Romans 12:13 (ESV)
"Show hospitality to one another without grumbling." — 1 Peter 4:9 (ESV)

"Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares."
— Hebrews 13:2 (ESV)

Draw out: In Romans 12:13, "seek to" is active — literally pursuing or chasing hospitality; it does not
wait to be convenient. In 1 Peter 4:9, "without grumbling" is brutally honest — Peter knows it is
mildly inconvenient and tells us to do it cheerfully. Hebrews 13:2 reaches back to Abraham
(Genesis 18), who welcomed three strangers and found he had hosted the Lord.

@) DISCUSSION

Why do you think hospitality is so much rarer now than it was a generation ago? How much of it is
genuinely "we're busier" — and how much is that screens have made our homes feel like private
retreats rather than places to receive people?

Practical ways to live it out:
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* Lower the bar on purpose. Soup and bread on a Tuesday. Paper plates. A house with the
laundry still on the couch. A guest welcomed into a real home feels more loved, not less. The
mess is not the obstacle to hospitality — the fear of the mess is.

* Make it a rhythm, not an event. Hospitality that waits for the right occasion mostly never
happens. A fixed slot — "first Sunday lunch," "we always have room after the service" —
removes the decision, and removing the decision removes the excuse.

* Practice the "one more chair” rule. When you're already eating, already gathered, already
going somewhere — add one person. The widow who eats alone. The college student far from
home. The visitor with nowhere to go after the service.

» Start with the easy yes, then widen. Begin with people you already like — but don't stop there,
or it's just socializing. Once the habit exists, deliberately aim it where philoxenia points: the new
family, the person on the edge of the room, the one who can't reciprocate.

* Receiving is hospitality too. Being a good guest — saying yes when invited, letting others
serve you, not being too proud to be hosted — is the other half of the ministry. A church where
everyone wants to host and no one will be hosted doesn't actually work.

@) DISCUSSION

Why do you think the "entertaining vs. hospitality" confusion is so deeply rooted in our culture — even
in the church? What would it take to shift that expectation in a congregation like ours?

S LEADER NOTE

Expect a real conversation here, possibly with some generational texture. Older members may
remember a church culture where Sunday dinners and drop-in visits were normal and may grieve its
loss. Younger members may have genuinely never seen it modeled and don't know where to start.
Both observations are gifts — let them sit side by side without resolving them too neatly. Optional
group challenge: propose a "hospitality chain" — each person who is hosted this month commits to
hosting someone else next month. It turns an individual habit into a body-wide rhythm and is a natural
lead-in to Week 10's "consumer to contributor" theme.

SECTION 4B — PRESENCE BEYOND THE DINNER TABLE (5 min.)

Hospitality is one expression of incarnational presence — but it isn't the only one. Before we talk
about the ministry you already have, it's worth naming the full landscape of what showing up
actually looks like:

* In grief. Sometimes presence has nothing to say. Job's three friends get a bad reputation, but
look at what they did first — they sat with him on the ground for seven days and said nothing,
because they saw his suffering was great (Job 2:13). The ministry of staying when there are no
words is one of the rarest and most valuable things a person can offer. Our culture is deeply
uncomfortable with unresolved pain and tends to fill it with noise. Sometimes the most
incarnational thing you can do is simply refuse to leave.

* In celebration. We rightly emphasize presence in crisis — but showing up for someone's joy
matters too. The graduation, the baptism, the wedding, the child's first piano recital. Presence at
a milestone says: you are significant enough that | rearranged my day.
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For the elderly and isolated. This may be the single most neglected category in the modern
church. Nursing home residents, homebound members, the widow who hasn't had a visitor in
months — these are the people most likely to be "kept up with" digitally and forgotten physically.
If your church has a visitation ministry, this is its heartbeat. If it doesn't, that gap is worth naming
out loud.

In mentorship. Presence as investment over time — not a visit but a relationship with a
direction. Paul with Timothy. Barnabas with Paul. This is presence that doesn't just comfort but
forms. The person being mentored doesn't just feel loved; they become different because
someone consistently showed up in their life with intention.

In your neighborhood and workplace. The Incarnation happened in a specific place among
specific people — Nazareth, Capernaum, the road to Jerusalem. Incarnational presence doesn't
only mean crossing town to help a church friend. It means being genuinely known and available
to the people God has already placed you next to — your neighbors, your coworkers.

@ DISCUSSION

Which of these expressions of presence is most missing in the life of your church right now — and
why do you think that is?

SECTION 5 — THE MINISTRY YOU ALREADY HAVE (9 min.)

The Incarnation does not require most people in your class to do anything dramatic. It requires
them to treat presence as a ministry they already possess — a doorway, a kitchen table, a car, an
afternoon, a body that can be in a room.

A few honest, unimpressive examples — keep them small on purpose:

Inviting one family or one person over for an ordinary, un-special meal — the house exactly as
messy as it is.

Sitting with someone in a waiting room instead of texting them afterward.

Being the person who actually goes to the hospital, the funeral home, the new widow's living
room.

Showing up early for church and staying late — not to attend a service, but to be present and
available to people, especially newcomers and the ones standing alone.

Putting your body where a screen would be easier: the visit instead of the comment, the porch
instead of the group chat.

Practical handles for making presence a real habit:

Audit your week, don't add to it. Most people hear "ministry of presence" and assume it means
a new commitment they don't have time for. Reframe it: look at the presence already in your
schedule — the lunch break, the time before church, the errand you're already running — and
aim it on purpose. Presence is often a matter of redirecting time, not finding more of it.

Be a "first responder,” not just a "casserole-week" person. Lots of help arrives in week one
of a crisis and vanishes by week three — but grief and recovery run long. Deliberately show up
late in someone's hard season, when the crowd has thinned and the person is most alone.

Grace Bible Church | Page 8



* Use the screen to schedule the presence. The phone is an excellent tool for arranging
presence — "Can | come by Thursday at 6?" — and a poor substitute for it. Let the screen serve
the visit instead of replacing it.

* Notice the edges of the room. Develop an eye for the disconnected — the person standing
alone after the service, the newcomer no one has claimed, the member who's gone quiet. The
ministry of presence often isn't about going somewhere new; it's about crossing the room you're
already standing in.

* Make presence boringly reliable. Dramatic, one-time gestures feel significant but change little.
The deeper ministry is being consistently, predictably there — the same seat, the same
welcome, the same person who always shows up. Reliability is its own form of love.

* Pair up if going alone is hard. For anyone hesitant — a hospital visit feels intimidating, a
grieving home feels awkward — go with someone. Two people make presence easier to offer,
and it quietly disciples the less-confident person into doing it alone next time.

@) DISCUSSION

As a church, where do we do the ministry of presence well — and where are the gaps? Who in a
typical congregation is most likely to fall through the cracks when it comes to receiving real, physical
presence from the body?

Where in your ordinary week is there time already being spent on a screen that could be redirected
toward a person instead — same minutes, different direction? What would that actually look like?

S LEADER NOTE

Some in the room will have real limits — health, mobility, finances, season of life. Make space for that
openly, and reframe rather than excuse: presence is not measured in scale. A homebound member
who invites one lonely person for coffee, or who simply lets people come to them, is practicing
incarnational ministry as fully as anyone. The question is never how much — it is whether the door is
open at all.

SECTION 6 — THE APPLICATION CHALLENGE (5 min.)

Land the plane here. Be concrete and direct. This week, put your body somewhere a screen would
have been easier — not a plan, not an intention, but an action before next Sunday. Choose one:

1. Make the "and." Take one "I'll pray for you" you would normally say, and attach a physical
follow-through to it. Say the whole sentence. Then do the second half.

2. Open the door. Invite one person or family into your home this week — for something ordinary.
Do not clean for company. Do not cook to impress. Practice philoxenia, not entertaining.

3. Go in person. Identify one person you have been "keeping up with" only through a screen —
and this week, go. The visit, the coffee, the drive. Be in the room.

4. Stay. Identify one situation coming up this week where the easiest thing would be to say
something and leave — and instead, stay. In the grief, in the awkward silence, in the mess. Just
don't go.
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%) DISCUSSION

Looking at everything we've covered today — what is the single biggest cultural obstacle that keeps
Christians from being a people of presence rather than a people of messages? And what would it look
like for a church like ours to actually push back against that?

CLOSING THOUGHT FOR THE LEADER

"We have spent this hour on a single, stubborn idea: that God, with every option in the
universe available to Him, chose a body. He chose an address. He chose to be touchable.
And everything we call the gospel flows from that one decision to show up in person. So
here is the question the Incarnation leaves on the table for us — not 'do you believe Jesus
came in the flesh,' because everyone in the room will say yes. The question is whether we
will follow Him into the room. Whether our love, like His, will be willing to take on flesh — to
leave the comfort of the screen, to pitch its tent in someone else's mess, to become an
address instead of a message. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. He is still
asking His people to do the same."

NEXT WEEK — Week 8: The Digital Sabbath
"Be still, and know that | am God." — Psalm 46:10
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