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

Week 9: Can You Trust What You See?

Leader Teaching Guide

Scripture Focus: 1 Thessalonians 5:21 | 1 John 4:1

Supporting Texts: Acts 17:11 « John 14:6 « John 16:13 « 2 Corinthians 11:14 « Colossians 2:8 -
Romans 12:2 « Proverbs 14:15

Estimated Time: 60—70 minutes (see leader notes for compression options if running short)

SESSION OVERVIEW

Something has changed about how we receive, process, and share information — and most of us can
feel it, even if we can't name it exactly. We live in a world of Al-generated images indistinguishable from
photographs, deepfake videos that can put words in anyone's mouth, and social media algorithms
calibrated to show us exactly what will keep us engaged — whether it's true or not. The ancient
problem of deception has found modern infrastructure.

But the Bible has always taken truth-discerning seriously. This session uses 1 Thessalonians 5:21 and
1 John 4:1 as primary anchors — two commands to test, examine, and discern — and builds toward
practical habits, a theological framework, and a sober look at where Al is taking us and how believers
need to prepare.

Lesson Goals

By the end of this session, participants will be able to:

1. Name how the current information environment has changed and why it poses unique spiritual
challenges.

2. Understand the biblical call to discernment and the Greek concept behind “test everything.”
3. Apply at least two practical habits for consuming information more discerningly.
4. Reflect theologically on Al and the future of truth — with wisdom rather than fear.

OBJECT LESSON: THE QUOTE THAT WASN'T (3-4 min)

Setup: Before class, find one of the many widely-circulated quotes attributed to C.S. Lewis, Abraham
Lincoln, or Winston Churchill that has been confirmed fabricated or misattributed. A reliable example:
“Don’t believe everything you read on the Internet just because there’s a picture with a quote next to it”
— widely attributed to Abraham Lincoln, obviously impossible. Another: dozens of deep, theologically-
sounding quotes circulate under C.S. Lewis's name that appear nowhere in his actual works.
Hardships often prepare ordinary people for an extraordinary destiny.

Display or read the quote to the class and ask: “Has anyone seen this before? Does it sound true?”

After responses: “Here's the thing — that quote has been shared thousands of times. Churches have
put it in bulletins. People have framed it. And [attributed person] never said it. But it felt true. It had the
right voice, the right weight, the right authority attached to the name.”

Bridge: We are wired to trust things that look authoritative — especially when they align with what we
already believe. That's not a character flaw; it's how human cognition works. But it does mean we're
vulnerable. And in a world where entire videos can be fabricated and voices can be cloned, that
vulnerability has real consequences. Today we're going to talk about what the Bible actually has to say
about that.
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ICEBREAKER (4-5 min)

@ DISCUSSION

Have you ever shared something — online or in conversation — that you later discovered wasn't
true or wasn't what it appeared to be? What happened?

@ DISCUSSION

What's one source of information you genuinely trust — and what is it about that source that
makes it trustworthy to you?

SECTION 1: THE WORLD WE ACTUALLY LIVE IN (7-8 min)

Let's begin with honest orientation. The information environment most of us are navigating today is
genuinely unlike anything any previous generation of Christians has faced. This isn't just “fake news” —
a phrase that has become almost meaninglessly politicized. It's something more structural.

What's actually changed:

Synthetic media. Al can now generate photorealistic images of events that never happened, clone
anyone's voice from a brief recording, and produce video of people saying things they never said.
These technologies are advancing faster than the tools to detect them.

Algorithmic curation. Most people don't realize that their social media feed is not a neutral window on
the world. It's a curated experience designed by profit-driven algorithms to maximize engagement —
which usually means maximizing emotional reaction, whether the content is true or not.

Speed and scale. A piece of misinformation now reaches millions before a correction can be issued.
Research consistently shows that false stories spread faster and farther than true ones — because
they're generally more emotionally provocative.

Epistemic fragmentation. People who live in the same city, attend the same church, and love the
same Lord can be operating with completely different sets of “facts” — shaped by the information
streams they've been sorted into.

S LEADER NOTE

If your class is politically diverse — and healthy churches usually are — be deliberate here.
Misinformation is not a problem owned by one political side. The algorithms exploit left and right
equally. Frame this as a shared human problem. The enemy doesn't care which direction you're
deceived — only that you're deceived.

CONTEXTUAL

A study published in Science found that false news stories were 70% more likely to be shared than
true stories and reached the first 1,500 people six times faster. The researchers concluded that
human behavior — not bots — drove most of the spread.

@ DISCUSSION
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Where do you feel most uncertain about whether the information you're receiving is reliable —
news media, social media, forwarded messages from family or friends, somewhere else?

SECTION 2: THE BIBLICAL CALL TO DISCERNMENT (8-10 min)

The Bible's response to deception is neither naivety nor paranoia. It's discernment — a practiced,
active, Spirit-assisted ability to evaluate and test.

(0 SCRIPTURE
"Test everything. Hold on to what is good." — 1 Thessalonians 5:21 (NIV)

"Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God,
because many false prophets have gone out into the world." — 1 John 4:1 (NIV)

"Now the Berean Jews were of more noble character than those in Thessalonica, for they received
the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said
was true." — Acts 17:11 (NIV)

?) GREEK WORD STUDY

Sokipalw (dokimazd) — “to test, examine, prove”

Root: from dokimos (approved, accepted, genuine)

Key uses: 1 Thessalonians 5:21; Romans 12:2; Hebrews 5:14

This word was used in the ancient world for assaying metals — the careful process of testing gold
or silver to determine its actual purity and value. You don't assay by glancing. You apply heat,
pressure, and the right reagents to reveal what's actually there. Dokimaz0 carries that same
weight: this is active, deliberate examination — not passive reception.

Importantly, dokimazo implies an expected outcome of approval. The goal is to recognize what is
genuine, not to become suspicious of everything. The Bereans weren't cynical toward Paul — they
received his message eagerly. But they still tested it against the Scriptures. Eagerness and
examination are not opposites.

S LEADER NOTE

Draw the contrast clearly: the default mode of social media consumption is passive and reactive —
scroll, feel, share. Dokimaz0 is the opposite posture. Engaged, thoughtful, deliberate. The Bereans
were called “noble” for doing this — the text treats critical examination as a virtue, not as a sign of
weak faith or distrust.

@ DISCUSSION

If dokimazd means testing like an assayer — deliberately, under scrutiny — what would that kind of
careful examination actually look like applied to the information you encounter in a normal day?

@ DISCUSSION
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The Bereans received Paul's message with great eagerness while also examining it carefully. Do
those two things feel like opposites to you? How do you hold eagerness and discernment
together?

SECTION 3: WHAT DISCERNMENT ACTUALLY LOOKS LIKE (10-12 min)

® LEADER NOTE

This is the practical spine of the lesson. Don't rush it. These habits are teachable, transferable, and
immediately useful. You may want to linger on whichever two or three feel most relevant to your
group.

Discernment isn't a spiritual gift reserved for a few — it's a skill that can be developed. Here are five
practical habits grounded in the biblical call to dokimazo:

1. Slow down before sharing. The emotional urgency you feel when you encounter a piece of content
is often the algorithm doing its job, not the Spirit giving you a prompting. Outrage, fear, and vindication
all feel urgent. Wisdom usually doesn't. Before sharing anything, ask: have | verified this
independently? Or does it simply feel true?

2. Ask who benefits from you believing this. Every piece of content was created by someone with a
motive. That doesn't make everything propaganda — but motive is always worth asking. A news
organization that profits from clicks, a campaign trying to energize its base, an algorithm tuned to keep
you engaged — they all look the same in your feed. Proverbs 14:15 says: “The simple believe anything,
but the prudent give thought to their steps.”

3. Test it against Scripture — and against reality. The Bereans didn't just fact-check doctrinal
content; they cross-referenced. When information provokes you toward fear or anger about a group of
people, hold it against what Scripture says about those people — about truth-telling, about bearing
false witness, about the image of God in those being discussed.

4. Seek a second source you didn't choose. Your algorithm knows what you believe and will show
you confirming evidence. Deliberately consulting a contradictory or independent source isn't disloyalty
to your convictions — it's due diligence.

5. Build a community of honest people. Proverbs 11:14 — “Where there is no guidance, a people
falls, but in an abundance of counselors there is safety.” Long before the internet, wisdom literature
knew that discernment is communal. The person who never allows their assumptions to be challenged
is the most vulnerable to deception.

CONTEXTUAL
THE SIFT FRAMEWORK

Adapted from media literacy education, this four-step check can be used on almost any piece of
information:

S — Stop. Before reacting or sharing, pause.
| — Investigate the source. Who created this? What's their track record?
F — Find better coverage. Is this being reported elsewhere, or only in one place?

T — Trace claims. Follow the claim back to its origin. Does the original source say what the
headline claims?
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You might consider printing this as a half-sheet take-home. It gives the lesson a tangible practical
tool they can actually use.

@ DISCUSSION

Of the five discernment habits, which one would make the biggest practical difference for you right
now — and what would have to change for you to actually use it?

@ DISCUSSION

Have you ever found yourself believing something primarily because it was outrage-producing or
felt vindicating — and later realized it wasn't accurate? What did that experience teach you?

SECTION 4: WHEN REALITY FEELS UNCERTAIN — THE IDENTITY ANCHOR (7-
8 min)

There's a deeper danger in a post-truth information environment than simply being wrong about a
particular fact. The deeper danger is a slow drift in your sense of reality itself — what's possible, who
can be trusted, what's worth being angry about, what the world is actually like.

This is what 2 Corinthians 11:14 hints at: “Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.” The most
dangerous deceptions don't announce themselves as lies. They come dressed as urgent truth. And
Colossians 2:8 warns: “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive
philosophy.”

The question isn't only: Is this specific story true? The deeper question is: Is the way I'm being invited to
see the world — the narrative frame being offered to me — anchored in Christ, or in something else?

Romans 12:2 is the anchor verse:

SCRIPTURE

"Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.
Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will."
— Romans 12:2 (NIV)

Note what Paul says follows from a renewed mind: the ability to dokimazd — to test and approve what
is true. The Greek word for “pattern” (schéma) means a mold being pressed on you from the outside.
Paul's call is to resist that external shaping and embrace a different kind of formation: transformation
from the inside out, by the Spirit, through the Word.

And here is the encouragement: we are not left alone to figure out what's true. Jesus promised His
followers the Spirit of Truth would come and guide them — “When he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he
will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). Discernment is not a solo intellectual project, and it's not
white-knuckled vigilance. It's done in dependence on the Spirit who indwells every believer — the same
Spirit who inspired the Word we test things against. The renewed mind of Romans 12:2 and the Spirit-
led discernment of John 16:13 belong together.

S LEADER NOTE
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This is where you can gently name the experience of reality fatigue — the feeling that you can't
know what's true anymore, so why try. That's a spiritual danger, not just an informational
inconvenience. The answer isn't more cynicism; it's deeper rootedness in something that cannot be
fabricated: a living relationship with Jesus, who is the Truth, indwelt by the Spirit of Truth.

@ DISCUSSION

Paul says a transformed mind enables you to “test and approve” what is true. What practices in
your life most actively contribute to the renewal of your mind — and what most actively works
against it?

SECTION 5: ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND THE FUTURE OF TRUTH (18-20
min)

S LEADER NOTE

Transition into this section with something like: “Let's spend some time looking ahead, because
what we've discussed so far is only going to intensify.” The goal here is not alarm — it's theological
preparation. Some in your class will be enthusiastic about Al; some will be frightened; some won't
be sure what it is. The common ground: technology changes the landscape, not the mission.

Where we are right now

Artificial intelligence can already generate photorealistic images of events that never happened. It can
clone anyone's voice from a few seconds of recording. It can produce video of real people saying things
they never said — convincingly enough that detection requires specialized tools most people don't
have. It can write persuasively in any style, including the style of specific individuals.

These aren't future capabilities. They are widely available today.

Where this is heading

The pace of Al development means that tools to detect synthetic content will consistently lag behind
tools to generate it. What takes weeks to identify today will be harder next year. This is not a problem
technology will “solve” in a way that removes the burden of discernment from individuals. It will require
ongoing, active judgment — which is precisely what Scripture has always called us to.

The theological question

At the center of this conversation is a question the church has always cared about: What is truth? And
who is accountable for it?

Scripture is unambiguous that bearing false witness is sin (Exodus 20:16). Creating and spreading
deliberately false images of real people to deceive is a profound violation of the ninth commandment —
and of the image of God in the person being misrepresented. The question of accountability in an Al-
generated information environment is a genuine ethical question the church needs to engage.

But there are harder questions worth bringing to the surface:

+ If Al can generate a convincing sermon or devotional, does that change its spiritual authority?
+ If a photo is Al-generated but illustrates a genuine event, is that deceptive?
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* How do we teach our children and grandchildren to trust what they see, in a world where “what
they see” will increasingly not be real?

Practical habits for navigating an Al-saturated information environment

1. Learn the current tells — and know they won't last. Today's Al-generated images still struggle
with specific details: hands (extra or malformed fingers), background text (letters that blur or don't form
real words), teeth, earrings, and symmetry in faces. Video deepfakes often show unnatural blinking,
skin that looks slightly too smooth, and lighting that doesn't match the background. Learning these tells
buys you time — but Al improves fast, so treat this as a skill that requires ongoing updating, not a one-
time lesson.

2. Use reverse image search before sharing a photo. If an image feels alarming or extraordinary,
drag it into Google Images or TinEye. You'll often discover it's from a different event, a different country,
or a different year entirely — repurposed to illustrate a story it has nothing to do with. This takes 15
seconds and catches a significant percentage of viral misinformation.

3. Be most skeptical when you most want something to be true. This is counterintuitive, but
important: your highest-risk moment for being deceived is not when you're skeptical — it's when
content confirms exactly what you already believe, or shows exactly what you hoped would happen.
That emotional satisfaction is a signal to slow down, not a signal to share. Proverbs 18:17 — “The first
to speak in court seems right, until the cross-examination begins.”

4. Verify audio and video through multiple established outlets. If a video clip appears to show a
public figure saying something significant or shocking, that event — if real — will be independently
covered by multiple named news organizations. If only one source has it, or if it's circulating only on
social media without institutional corroboration, treat it as unverified regardless of how convincing it
looks.

5. Know that Al speaks with false confidence. Al systems generate text with the same tone and
certainty whether they are accurate or completely fabricating. There is no hesitation when an Al is
wrong. This matters especially for Al-generated devotional content, Bible references, or study material
— Al will cite Scripture with confidence, and the citation will sometimes be subtly wrong, paraphrased
beyond recognition, or simply invented. Always verify Al-cited scripture references directly against the
text.

6. Apply extra scrutiny to extraordinary Christian stories. Misinformation circulates as readily in
Christian communities as anywhere else — viral stories of miracles, persecution accounts, or
statements by Christian leaders that “the media won't cover.” The emotional pull of these stories can be
strong precisely because they feel important to share. The Berean principle applies here as much as
anywhere: examine before accepting, even when — especially when — the content aligns with what
you'd want to be true.

7. When evaluating Al-generated spiritual content, run the Berean check. Ask three questions:
Does the Scripture reference actually say what this claims? Is the theological point consistent with the
broader witness of Scripture, or does it depend entirely on one isolated verse? Would a pastor or
teacher you trust affirm this? Al can produce plausible-sounding devotional content that is subtly
misleading — and it will never flag itself as such.

S LEADER NOTE

You don't need to cover all seven of these in detail. Pick two or three that feel most relevant to the
specific vulnerabilities you've observed in your group — then use the discussion questions to
surface others. The goal is not comprehensiveness; it's to give people a starting repertoire they'll
actually use.
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CONTEXTUAL
Al AND SPIRITUAL CONTENT

Al is increasingly being used to generate devotional content, Bible study notes, and in some cases,
pastoral communications. Some of this is genuinely helpful; some is shallow; some is subtly wrong
in ways that require theological grounding to detect. The principle of dokimazo applies here as
much as anywhere else. Enthusiasm about Al tools is not disqualifying — but uncritical acceptance
is unwise. The Berean question applies to Al-generated spiritual content: Is this consistent with
what Scripture actually says?

@ DISCUSSION

As Al-generated content becomes increasingly indistinguishable from real content, what guardrails
do you think believers — individually and as a church — need to put in place?

@) DISCUSSION

How do we help the next generation — our children and grandchildren — develop discernment in
an environment that will be far more saturated with synthetic content than anything we've
experienced?

CLOSING: APPLICATION CHALLENGE (3-5 min)

© APPLICATION CHALLENGE
This week, choose one:

1. The 24-Hour Test. Before sharing any piece of information — news story, meme, video,
forwarded message — wait 24 hours and independently verify it. Track how often that pause
changes what you would have shared.

2. The Mind-Renewing Audit. Spend 10 minutes evaluating what is most actively shaping your
information intake this week. Where are you getting most of your news and information? Is that
source calibrated toward engagement or toward accuracy? Make one concrete change.

3. The “Who Said It?” Check. The next five quotes you see attributed to someone on social
media — look them up and verify them before reposting. See what you find.

4. The Conversation Starter. Have a genuine conversation with a younger person in your life —
a teenager, young adult, or grandchild — about how they think about what they see online. Ask,
don't lecture. Listen to what they're actually navigating.

Leader Close

The world we live in is one where seeing is no longer believing. That's genuinely new. But the call to
discernment is not. The Bereans didn't wait for the printing press to tell them to test what they received
against the Word. The Spirit of Truth doesn't update with the algorithm. Jesus is the Way, the Truth,
and the Life — and His claim on that word was never a proposition on a page. It was a Person who
cannot be fabricated, cloned, or curated. The answer to a post-truth world is not more sophistication.
It's deeper rootedness in the One who said, “l am the truth.”
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