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Introduction: A New Kind of Question 
 

Every generation of believers has had to ask itself a version of the same question: How 
do we live faithfully in the world we actually inhabit? The early church asked it in the 
shadow of Roman power. The Reformation church asked it in the age of the printing 
press. The church of the twentieth century asked it in the era of radio and television. 

Now it is our turn. 

We live in a world that is more “connected” than any civilization in human history — and 
yet loneliness, isolation, and fractured community are epidemic. We can reach billions of 
people with a single post, and we can go weeks without a meaningful face-to-face 
conversation. We have more platforms for communication than ever before and, in some 
respects, less genuine communion. 

This study is not a critique of technology. It is not an argument that social media is evil, 
that smartphones are instruments of the devil, or that the church should retreat into a pre-
digital past. Technology is a tool — morally neutral in itself — and the church has always 
engaged with the tools of its age. We must engage with ours. 

But tools shape us. The printing press didn’t just allow the church to print Bibles; it 
changed how people thought about authority, knowledge, and the individual’s relationship 
to Scripture. The digital revolution is no different. It is changing how we relate to one 
another, how we perceive community, and what we believe “being together” means. 
These are not trivial changes, and believers cannot afford to navigate them without 
intentionality. 

This study invites the church to think strategically — not fearfully, not nostalgically, and 
not naively — about its relationship with digital technology. We will ask what the Bible 
says about human presence, physical community, and embodied love. We will celebrate 
the genuine gifts technology offers the church. And we will examine, with honesty and 
grace, the ways in which digital habits can quietly work against the very things the Gospel 
calls us to. 

 

The goal is not to use less technology. The goal is to use it wisely — as a servant of 
the Kingdom, not a substitute for it. 

 

How to Use This Study 

This material is designed for use in small groups, Sunday school classes, or personal 
reflection. Each chapter includes teaching content, relevant Scripture passages, and 
discussion questions. There are no right or wrong answers to the discussion questions 
— the goal is honest, grace-filled conversation about how your community is actually 
living in the digital age. Each chapter also closes with a brief prayer prompt and a “This 
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Week” application challenge — a single, concrete step to carry the session’s theme from 
the room into the week. 

Take your time with each chapter. Some questions will surface convictions; others may 
surface tensions that take weeks to work through. That is entirely appropriate. The church 
has been navigating culture faithfully for two thousand years. This is simply the current 
chapter of that long and ongoing work. Leaders should feel free to select the discussion 
questions most relevant to their group rather than working through every one — the goal 
is genuine conversation, not comprehensive coverage. The chapters on digital speech 
and forgiveness (Chapter Four) and on isolation as a spiritual vulnerability (Chapter Five) 
tend to generate the most personally searching discussion; it may be worth allowing extra 
time for those sessions. 
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Chapter One: What the Bible Says About Being 
Together 

 

Before we can evaluate what technology does to our fellowship, we need a clear picture 
of what the Bible says fellowship is supposed to look like. The New Testament is 
remarkably specific about this, and what it describes is unmistakably, irreducibly physical. 

The Assembling of Ourselves Together 

“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not 
neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”  — Hebrews 
10:24–25 

This passage, the cornerstone verse for this study, is worth examining carefully. The 
author of Hebrews is not making a suggestion. He is addressing a community under 
pressure — a community in which some members have begun to drift away from the 
gathered assembly, perhaps because of persecution, perhaps because of 
discouragement, perhaps simply because of the friction that comes with showing up. The 
response is a direct charge: do not neglect meeting together. 

The Greek word translated “meeting together” is επισυναγωγή (episynagogē) — a 
gathering, an assembly. It refers to people physically occupying shared space. There was 
no Zoom call to attend, no livestream to catch later. The author was describing something 
that requires presence, travel, inconvenience, and the kind of commitment that only 
comes when you have decided that being with these people matters. 

The purpose of that gathering is equally striking. The passage says we assemble in order 
to “stir up one another to love and good works” and to “encourage one another.” These 
are active, interpersonal verbs. Stirring, encouraging — these are things done by people 
who can see one another, read one another’s faces, reach out and touch one another. 

The “One Another” Commands 

The New Testament contains over fifty “one another” commands — instructions to 
believers about how they are to relate to each other. These are not abstract principles. 
They are hands-on, body-to-body, real-life directives: 

• Love one another (John 13:34) 

• Bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2) 

• Confess your sins to one another (James 5:16) 

• Pray for one another (James 5:16) 

• Weep with those who weep (Romans 12:15) 

• Serve one another in love (Galatians 5:13) 

• Greet one another with a holy kiss (Romans 16:16) 
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• Carry one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2) 

• Comfort one another (1 Thessalonians 4:18) 

• Build one another up (1 Thessalonians 5:11) 

 

Ask yourself: which of these can be fully accomplished on a screen? We can type words 
of comfort. We can post a heart emoji. We can send a voice message. But can we weep 
with someone through a text thread? Can we bear a burden over a video call? Can we 
truly confess to and be accountable with a person we have never been in a room with? 

The “one another” commands assume proximity. They assume the kind of relationship 
that can only grow when people are regularly in the same physical space — when you 
can see how tired someone looks, when you notice that someone who is usually vibrant 
has gone quiet, when you can sit beside a grieving person and say nothing at all, because 
your presence is itself the ministry. 

 

A hug emoji is not a hug. Love, as the Bible describes it, has a body. 

 

The Body Metaphor 

“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members 
of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ…For the body 
does not consist of one member but of many…If one member suffers, all 
suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together. Now you are 
the body of Christ and individually members of it.”  — 1 Corinthians 12:12, 
14, 26–27 

Paul’s metaphor of the church as a body is not accidental. Bodies are physical. Bodies 
occupy space. Bodies touch. When Paul says that if one member suffers, all suffer 
together, he is describing something that requires genuine knowledge of one another — 
the kind of knowledge that comes from spending time together, not from following each 
other on Instagram. 

A body whose members never occupy the same space is not really functioning as a body. 
It is a collection of isolated parts. And isolated parts, as any doctor will tell you, do not 
thrive. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1.  The author of Hebrews commands believers not to forsake the gathering of 
themselves together — and connects that command directly to the approaching Day 
of the Lord. Why do you think the urgency of the times is given as a reason to 
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gather more, not less? What does that say about what physical community actually 
does for us spiritually? 

2.  Look at the “one another” commands listed in this chapter — weep with those 
who weep, bear one another’s burdens, greet one another with a holy kiss. Which of 
these commands do you think is hardest to fulfill digitally? Which, if any, could 
genuinely be carried out through a screen? 

3.  Paul describes the church as a body whose members suffer and rejoice together. 
Think honestly about your own church community: do you actually know when 
members are suffering? Do you know when they are thriving? What would it take for 
your congregation to function more like the body Paul describes? 

4.  The chapter notes that the “one another” commands assume proximity — that 
you can see how tired someone looks, or notice when someone who is usually 
vibrant has gone quiet. Has digital communication made you better or worse at 
noticing those things in the people around you? What specifically has changed? 

5.  The chapter ends with the image of isolated parts that do not thrive. On a scale 
of genuine honesty — not the answer you think sounds right — how connected are 
you right now to a physical community of believers? What is one obstacle keeping 
you from being more fully part of the body? 

 

Closing Prayer 

Father, You made us for one another. You designed the church not as a collection 
of individuals but as a body — joined, interdependent, present to each other. Show 
us the people in our community who are functioning as isolated parts, and give us 
the courage and love to draw them back in. Help us to take seriously what You take 
seriously: that we are not meant to be alone. Amen. 

This Week 

Read 1 Corinthians 12:12–27 slowly. As you read, ask yourself honestly: which 
members of your church body do you actually know? Not follow — know? Write 
down one name of someone you attend church with but have never had a real 
conversation with, and make a plan to change that this week. 
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Chapter Two: The Incarnation Principle 
 

If there is one theological truth that speaks most directly to the question of human 
presence, it is the Incarnation. When God decided to redeem humanity, He did not send 
a message. He did not broadcast a signal. He did not appear on a screen. 

He showed up. 

God in a Body 

“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 

The Greek word translated “dwelt” is εσκήνωσεν (eskēnosen) — literally, “to pitch a tent,” 
to take up residence in close, day-to-day proximity. The eternal Son of God did not make 
a brief cameo appearance and return to heaven. He lived among us. He walked the same 
roads, breathed the same air, ate the same food, and shared the same kind of dusty, 
inconvenient, exhausting human days that we do. 

This was intentional. The Incarnation was God’s definitive statement about the value of 
physical presence. If presence didn’t matter — if a divine broadcast would have done the 
job just as well — God would not have become flesh. He could have written words in the 
sky. He could have spoken from the heavens in every language simultaneously. He could 
have appeared in visions to every person on earth. 

He didn’t. He became a baby in a manger and grew up in Nazareth. 

How Jesus Ministered 

Throughout His earthly ministry, Jesus consistently chose physical contact and personal 
presence in ways that were entirely unnecessary from a strictly functional standpoint. 
Consider: 

He Touched the Untouchable 

“And a leper came to him, imploring him, and kneeling said to him, ‘If you 
will, you can make me clean.’ Moved with pity, he stretched out his hand 
and touched him and said to him, ‘I will; be clean.’”  — Mark 1:40–41 

Jesus could have healed this man with a word. He had done it before. He would do it 
again. But He reached out and touched a man who had not been touched in years — a 
man whose disease made him ritually unclean, socially outcast, physically isolated. The 
touch was not medically necessary. It was pastorally essential. 

The leper did not need only to be healed. He needed to be touched by someone who was 
not afraid of him — someone who saw him as a person worth approaching. Jesus 
understood this. His hand on that man’s skin said something that no words could have 
communicated. 
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He Was Present in Grief 

“When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews also weeping which 
came with her, he groaned in the spirit, and was troubled. And said, Where 
have ye laid him? They said unto him, Lord, come and see. Jesus wept.”  — 
John 11:33–35 

Lazarus had been dead four days. Jesus knew He was about to raise him. He knew that 
in a matter of minutes, the grief in that courtyard would turn to astonishment and joy. And 
yet — knowing all of this — He wept with the mourners. He did not offer a theological 
lecture on the resurrection. He did not reassure them from a distance. He stood among 
them, in their grief, and felt it with them. 

This is presence. This is ministry. This cannot be replicated on a screen. 

He Breathed on His Disciples 

“And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive 
the Holy Spirit.’”  — John 20:22 

On the night of His resurrection, Jesus appeared to His disciples in person. He showed 
them His hands and His side. And then He breathed on them. He could have spoken the 
Spirit into them from across the room. He leaned in close enough that His breath was on 
their faces. Presence, proximity, the physicality of the moment — these were not 
incidental. 

He Cooked Breakfast 

“Jesus said to them, ‘Come and have breakfast.’ Now none of the disciples 
dared ask him, ‘Who are you?’ They knew it was the Lord. Jesus came and 
took the bread and gave it to them, and so with the fish.”  — John 21:12–13 

After His resurrection — after the greatest miracle in human history — Jesus built a fire 
on a beach and made breakfast for His disciples. He didn’t summon them to a throne 
room. He didn’t appear in blinding glory. He cooked fish and broke bread with His friends. 
The risen Lord of creation made sure His people were fed, seen, and together. 

He Dispersed the Crowd 

“The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in 
adultery, and placing her in the midst they said to him, ‘Teacher, this woman 
has been caught in the act of adultery’...Jesus stood up and said to her, 
‘Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?’ She said, ‘No one, 
Lord.’ And Jesus said, ‘Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now on sin 
no more.’”  — John 8:3–4, 10–11 

In John 8, a crowd assembled with a specific purpose: public shaming and execution. The 
woman had been dragged into the open to be made a spectacle. The mechanism was 
identical to the digital pile-on — a mob gathered around someone’s worst moment, armed 
with righteous justification, ready to destroy. Jesus did not join the crowd. He did not add 
His voice to the condemnation. He stooped, wrote in the dirt, and when He stood, He 
addressed the crowd’s own conscience before He addressed the woman’s sin. One by 
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one they left. And when the crowd was gone, He was still there — present with her in the 
wreckage of the moment, speaking not condemnation but restoration. He dispersed the 
mob and stayed with the person. 

This is the model for Christian engagement when the digital crowd assembles. Not to join 
it. Not to add our voice to the pile. To ask ourselves the question Jesus implicitly put to 
each member of that crowd: what is in your own hand? And if we have the opportunity to 
speak at all, to speak toward restoration rather than destruction. 

The Incarnation is God’s argument for physical presence. The Son of God could have 
saved us from heaven. He chose to save us in person. 

 

What This Means for the Church 

If the church is the body of Christ — if we are called to continue His presence in the world 
— then incarnational ministry is not optional. We are called to show up. We are called to 
touch the untouchable, sit with the grieving, and share meals with people who need to 
know they are not alone. 

There are things that technology will never be able to do, because they require a body. 
You cannot hold a hand through a screen. You cannot sit in silence beside a person in 
crisis over a video call. You cannot show up on a doorstep with a casserole in a text 
message. Ministry that looks like Jesus has to be physically present. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Think of a time when someone’s physical presence made a difference in your life 
that words alone could not have made. What was it about being there in person that 
mattered? 

2.  How does the Incarnation change the way you think about your ministry to 
others? What would it look like to be more “incarnational” in how you serve people? 

3.  Are there people in your community who are isolated — who have no one sitting 
beside them in hard moments? What would it take to change that? 

4.  Jesus touched the leper even though a word would have healed him. What does 
that tell us about the ministry of physical presence? 

5.  In John 8, Jesus dispersed a crowd assembled to publicly destroy someone, 
then stayed present with the person they left behind. When you see a digital pile-on 
forming — even against someone who may genuinely be wrong — what does 
Jesus’s response in that courtyard say about how to engage, or whether to engage 
at all? 
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Closing Prayer 

Lord Jesus, You are the God who shows up. You became flesh and pitched Your 
tent among us — not to broadcast from a safe distance, but to walk our roads, touch 
our wounds, and weep with us in our grief. Forgive us for the ways we have 
substituted comfort for presence, and screens for faces. Make us a people who 
show up — in hospital rooms and hard conversations and ordinary moments — 
because You showed up for us. Amen. 

This Week 

Identify one person in your life who is isolated — someone who has no one sitting 
beside them in hard moments. Do not send a text. Show up. Visit, call, or make a 
specific plan to be physically present with them before the next session. 
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Chapter Three: The Gift — Technology as Kingdom 
Tool 
 

Having established the irreplaceable importance of physical presence and embodied 
fellowship, we must now turn to the genuine gift that technology represents for the church. 
This is not a reluctant concession — it is a sincere celebration. God has placed the church 
in an era of unprecedented communicative power, and we should receive that with 
gratitude and use it with purpose. 

The Great Commission in the Digital Age 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe 
all that I have commanded you.”  — Matthew 28:19–20 

The Great Commission is a command with a scope that would have been practically 
staggering to the first disciples. “All nations.” In the first century, this required 
extraordinary physical courage and sacrifice — Paul traveled thousands of miles by foot 
and by sea, enduring shipwrecks, beatings, and imprisonment to bring the Gospel to the 
Gentile world. The church’s reach expanded at the speed of human travel. 

Now the Gospel can travel at the speed of light. A sermon preached in Nevada County 
can be heard in Nigeria within seconds. A Bible study written in English can be translated 
and distributed globally within hours. A missionary in a remote corner of the world can 
receive training, encouragement, and community from believers on every continent. This 
is a gift of extraordinary magnitude, and the church that does not use it is leaving Kingdom 
resources on the table. 

What Technology Does Well 

It Extends Reach Without Limit 

The church has always used the technologies of its age to spread the Gospel. The printing 
press gave us the Bible in the hands of ordinary people. Radio brought the Gospel to 
isolated communities. Television gave evangelists a platform that reached millions. The 
internet and social media are simply the next chapter in that story. 

A small church in a small town can have a global reach if it uses digital tools wisely. Its 
teaching can minister to a believer on the other side of the world who has no local church. 
Its worship music can encourage a Christian in a country where Christianity is persecuted. 
This is not a trivial capability. It is a genuine extension of the church’s missionary calling. 

It Enables the Church to Maintain Connection Across Distance 
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Many believers live far from their home churches, their families, or their closest friends in 
faith. Military families. College students. People who have moved for work. People in rural 
areas far from any congregation. For these believers, digital tools are not a substitute for 
community — they are a lifeline that keeps them connected to community until they can 
return to it, or while they seek to build it locally. 

A weekly video call with a home church small group can sustain a believer through a 
difficult season of isolation. An online prayer chain can mobilize hundreds of people to 
pray for someone in crisis within minutes. A digital devotional can help a new believer 
begin a daily Scripture habit. These are real goods, and the church should offer them 
without apology. 

It Enables Rapid Response in Crisis 

When a family in a congregation faces a sudden crisis — a death, a medical emergency, 
a natural disaster — digital communication enables the church to organize practical 
support with a speed that simply was not possible in previous generations. Meal trains, 
fundraising, prayer networks, information sharing — all of these can be mobilized in 
hours. The body can respond to the suffering of one of its members with remarkable 
coordination. 

It Creates on-Ramps for the Unchurched 

For many people who would never walk into a church building — whether because of past 
wounds, skepticism, social anxiety, or simple unfamiliarity — a podcast, a YouTube video, 
or a social media post may be the first genuine exposure to the Gospel they have ever 
had. These digital on-ramps do not replace the local church, but they can lead people to 
it. The church that refuses to have a digital presence may be invisible to an entire 
generation of people who are, in fact, searching. 

Paul’s Letters: Technology of His Age 

It is worth noting that the Apostle Paul was himself a prolific communicator across 
distance. His letters — written on papyrus, carried by trusted messengers, read aloud in 
congregations he could not visit — were a form of distance communication that shaped 
the entire New Testament church. Paul used every available means of his era to extend 
his teaching and pastoral care beyond his physical presence. 

But Paul also traveled. He also came in person when he could. And he ached when he 
could not: 

“But since we were torn away from you, brothers, for a short time, in person 
not in heart, we endeavored the more eagerly and with great desire to see 
you face to face.”  — 1 Thessalonians 2:17 

This is the balance. Paul used every tool available to stay connected across distance, 
and he never stopped wanting to be there in person. His letters were not a substitute for 
his presence; they were a bridge toward it. 
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Technology is the church’s printing press, its radio tower, its global postman. Use it. 
But remember that no letter, however anointed, replaces the presence of the one who 
wrote it. 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Lord, thank You for the extraordinary tools You have placed in our hands. Give us 
wisdom to use them as Your servants and not as our substitutes — to reach further, 
connect more deeply, and serve more effectively in Your name. Guard us from the 
idolatry of the platform and keep our eyes on the mission. May everything we 
broadcast, post, and share point toward You. Amen. 

This Week 

Look at your church’s digital presence this week — website, social media, any 
online content. Ask honestly: does this drive people toward our gathered 
community, or does it function as a substitute for it? If you are in a leadership role, 
bring one specific observation or suggestion to the conversation next session. 
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Chapter Four: The Trap — When Connection Replaces 
Community 

 

We have celebrated the gifts of technology. Now we must look honestly at the ways in 
which those gifts can become counterfeits — imitations of the real thing that, over time, 
replace rather than supplement the embodied community the Bible describes. 

This is not a comfortable conversation. Many of us will recognize ourselves in what 
follows. That recognition is not cause for shame; it is an invitation to reexamine our habits 
in the light of Scripture and make intentional adjustments. 

The Illusion of Connection 

Social media is engineered to make us feel connected. Every like, every comment, every 
notification triggers a small release of dopamine — the same neurochemical reward that 
our brains associate with positive social interaction. The platforms are designed by some 
of the most sophisticated behavioral scientists in the world, and their explicit goal is to 
keep us on the platform as long as possible. 

The problem is that the feeling of connection and the reality of connection are not the 
same thing. We can spend hours on social media feeling “social” while becoming more 
and more isolated. We can have hundreds of followers and no one who actually knows 
us. We can communicate constantly and never be truly heard. 

Research on loneliness in the digital age has produced a sobering paradox: the most 
“connected” generation in history is also one of the loneliest. Young adults who grew up 
with smartphones and social media report higher rates of loneliness, anxiety, and 
depression than any previous generation. The connection that social media provides is 
real enough to satisfy the brain’s craving, but shallow enough to leave the soul hungry. 

The Believer’s Specific Vulnerability 

For the believer, this creates a particular spiritual danger. Fellowship is not just a social 
good — it is a spiritual necessity. The New Testament is unambiguous about this. 
Believers need one another in a way that is more than emotional preference; it is part of 
God’s design for our growth, our protection, and our perseverance. 

When digital “connection” satisfies enough of the surface craving for community, it can 
reduce the drive to pursue the deeper thing. If a believer can scratch the itch of social 
belonging through a few hours of scrolling, they may feel less urgency about making the 
effort to show up on Sunday morning, attend the midweek Bible study, or call a friend who 
is struggling. The digital substitute doesn’t eliminate the need for real community; it just 
masks it well enough that we stop noticing. 
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The enemy doesn’t need to destroy fellowship. He just needs to give us something 
that feels enough like it that we stop seeking the real thing. 

 

The Livestream Dilemma 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced the church to move online almost overnight, and it did 
so with remarkable creativity and resilience. For that season, digital worship was not a 
compromise — it was a lifeline. Churches that had invested in digital infrastructure were 
able to continue serving their congregations through an extraordinarily difficult time, and 
many reached new people in the process. 

But the pandemic also revealed a temptation that had been lurking at the edges of digital 
ministry for years: the possibility of indefinite substitution. If the church service is available 
online, why get dressed and drive across town? If the sermon is on podcast, why navigate 
the complexity of Sunday morning logistics? If the small group meets on Zoom, why find 
a babysitter? 

The answers to these questions are not found in the quality of the livestream. They are 
found in what the livestream cannot provide: the handshake at the door, the conversation 
in the hallway, the child who runs to your arms because they know you, the elder who 
notices that you haven’t been yourself lately and stays to talk after the service. Church is 
not a content delivery system. It is a body. 

Luke 24 gives us one of the most searching pictures of what is lost when believers are 
physically absent from one another. Two disciples were walking away from Jerusalem 
after the crucifixion — discouraged, isolated, their hopes extinguished. The risen Christ 
drew alongside them and walked with them. He explained the Scriptures. He broke bread 
at their table. And it was in that moment of physical presence — the breaking of bread, 
the gesture of a hand, something seen and not merely heard — that their eyes were 
opened and they recognized Him. Afterward they said to each other: “Did not our hearts 
burn within us while he talked to us on the road?” (Luke 24:32). That burning happened 
on a road, in a room, at a table. The church that gathers around a screen together may 
receive good teaching. But the disciples on the road to Emmaus received something that 
the screen cannot carry: the presence of the risen Lord, recognized in the breaking of 
bread. 

Pastoral Care at a Distance 

There is an important distinction between teaching and ministry that digital tools tend to 
blur. Teaching — the transmission of information, the exposition of Scripture, the 
communication of theological truth — can be done digitally with remarkable effectiveness. 
A sermon delivered via podcast can be just as exegetically sound as one delivered from 
a pulpit. 

Ministry, in the New Testament sense, is different. Ministry is the bearing of one another’s 
burdens. It is the washing of feet. It is sitting with someone in the emergency room at two 
in the morning. It is showing up with food when someone can’t cook for themselves. It is 
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the long, patient, sometimes silent presence of a person who has decided that another 
person’s pain matters enough to bear some of it. 

You cannot minister to a child through a screen. You can teach a child remotely — schools 
demonstrated this during the pandemic, imperfectly but genuinely. But you cannot 
minister to a child unless you are present: to notice the bruise, to hear what they’re not 
saying, to be a safe adult in their physical world. Ministry requires a body in the room. 

The Problem of the Curated Self 

Social media invites us to present a carefully constructed version of ourselves to the 
world. We choose the photos, the words, the angles, the moments. We present our best 
days and our most photogenic struggles. The result is a social environment in which 
everyone appears to be doing slightly better than they actually are — which makes 
everyone feel slightly worse about their actual lives. 

This curation is the enemy of genuine fellowship. The New Testament community that 
James describes — where believers confess their sins to one another, pray for each 
other’s healing, and bear one another’s burdens — requires a vulnerability that social 
media structurally discourages. You cannot build that kind of community in a space where 
every interaction is managed for maximum favorable impression. 

Real fellowship happens in the mess. It happens when someone sees your house before 
you’ve cleaned it, or sits with you while you cry without a filter, or hears you say something 
unkind and loves you anyway. That kind of knowing requires presence over time. It cannot 
be cultivated on a platform designed to show only your highlight reel. 

The danger of the curated self is not only that it prevents us from being truly known by 
others. It also habituates us to a mode of existence in which we present one face to the 
world and keep another for ourselves — and eventually, if we are not careful, we begin 
to confuse the two. Jesus reserved some of His sharpest words for those who performed 
their piety for an audience. “When you give to the needy,” He said, “sound no trumpet 
before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be 
praised by others” (Matthew 6:2). The word translated “hypocrite” in Greek is the word for 
an actor — someone playing a role. The digital platform has given every believer a stage, 
and the temptation to perform rather than to simply be is constant. 

The New Testament offers a sobering illustration of where curated generosity leads. 
Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1–11) sold property and brought a portion of the proceeds 
to the apostles — but represented it as the whole. Their sin was not in keeping back part 
of the money; Peter makes clear they were under no obligation to give it all. Their sin was 
in the performance: they wanted the full credit for a partial gift. They managed their image 
before the community while misrepresenting themselves before God. Peter’s words cut 
to the heart of it: “You have not lied to men but to God” (Acts 5:4). The digital world excels 
at enabling exactly this kind of curated generosity — the carefully cropped photo of the 
mission trip, the public announcement of the donation, the post designed to signal virtue 
rather than to quietly practice it. The audience may be impressed. But God sees what is 
not in the frame. 
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The Illusion of Anonymity — and the Accountability That Never Left 

The digital world offers something that can feel like freedom but functions more like a 
trap: the sense that we are anonymous. Behind a screen, separated from the person we 
are addressing by distance and glass and fiber-optic cable, it becomes easier to say 
things we would never say to a face. Comments that would make us blush in a living room 
flow freely in a comment thread. Cruelty is delivered casually, and the thumbs-up emoji 
arrives as applause. A chorus of approving reactions can make a cutting remark feel not 
only acceptable but righteous. 

The believer must resist this illusion with everything in them. There is no anonymity from 
God. 

James wrote about the tongue as a fire — a small thing capable of enormous destruction 
— long before anyone imagined a world where words could travel to thousands of people 
in seconds. But the principle has never been more urgently relevant. What we type is 
what we say. What we post is what we profess. The Lord who sees what is done in 
darkness and brings it to light is not confused by usernames or profile pictures. Every 
word we speak — or type — proceeds from the heart, and every one of us will give an 
account for it. The believer who would never say something cruel to a person’s face must 
ask themselves honestly: why does the screen make it feel different? It doesn’t, before 
God. It never did. 

There is a second, quieter danger on the other side of the same coin: the search for online 
validation that slowly replaces the search for God’s approval. When we post about our 
faith — our convictions, our prayers, our stands on difficult questions — we must ask 
ourselves honestly what we are seeking. Are we seeking to glorify God, or are we 
counting likes? The heart that is chasing the approval of the crowd online is subject to the 
same drift as the heart that is chasing the approval of the wrong crowd in person. We 
cannot let the pursuit of digital affirmation lead us to soften what we know to be true, to 
perform a version of our faith that plays well on a platform, or to mistake the validation of 
followers for the approval of God. 

And here a word of grace is also needed — because the real world that technology seems 
to make optional is, for many believers, genuinely frightening. Some who are quick to 
preach boldly online struggle to set foot in a church building. Some whose social anxiety 
is so severe that the act of walking through a door full of strangers is a genuine act of 
courage — and it is. That courage glorifies God every bit as much as the missionary who 
plants a church in a country where speaking the name of Jesus can cost them their life. 
Both are acts of obedience in the face of fear. Both are movements toward the very 
embodied, present, human community that God designed us for. The Spirit who goes 
before the missionary into dangerous places is the same Spirit who goes before the 
anxious believer into a Sunday morning service. We pray for both. We honor both. And 
we remind one another that the courage required to show up in person — in all our mess, 
all our fear, all our imperfection — is one of the holiest things we can do. 

One more caution belongs here: the internet is extraordinarily good at finding us someone 
who will agree with us. Whatever direction we are drifting, whatever compromise we are 
entertaining, whatever excuse we are constructing for not following God’s will — 
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somewhere online, there is a community that will validate it. This is not accountability. 
This is not fellowship. Fellowship, as the Bible describes it, is people who love us enough 
to tell us the truth — who are invested in our actual wellbeing, not our online approval 
ratings. The question to ask of any online community that is shaping your thinking is the 
same question to ask of any community: are these people seeking my welfare, or my 
agreement? Do they know me well enough to confront me when I am wrong? Would they? 

The Necessity of Forgiveness — Digital Wounds and Digital Repentance 

“Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good 
for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who 
hear. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed 
for the day of redemption. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor 
and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one 
another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave 
you.” — Ephesians 4:29–32 

“Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat 
its fruit.” — Proverbs 18:21 

The anonymity — or the illusion of it — that the digital world offers does not merely tempt 
us toward cruelty. It tempts us to believe that cruelty committed at a distance carries less 
moral weight than cruelty delivered face to face. This is a lie, and the church must name 
it plainly. Harsh digital words are no less painful than those spoken in person. They are 
perhaps worse. There is a profound difference between being insulted, mocked, or 
publicly humiliated in a private exchange and having that same wound inflicted on a 
worldwide platform from which there is no escape. A word spoken cruelly in person fades 
with time and witnesses; a post can be screenshotted, shared, and searched indefinitely, 
long after the one who wrote it has moved on. The target lives with the record. People 
have taken their own lives over such things. It should not be this way, and for the 
Christian, it must not be this way. 

We must also be honest about the other side of that ledger. Most of us have, at some 
point, spoken things under the veil of digital distance that we would not have said to 
someone’s face — a sharp comment, a dismissive reply, a public correction offered with 
more force than love required. The screen does not sanctify us. Whatever we have typed, 
posted, or shared that has caused harm requires the same repentance and the same 
pursuit of reconciliation as if we had spoken those words in person. This is not a lesser 
category of sin because it happened online. It is not diminished by the fact that we were 
provoked, or that what we said was technically true, or that everyone else was doing it. 
We answer to God for it. 

It is worth noting that most people reading this will not think of themselves as digital bullies 
— and they may be right. But passive participation is still participation. Nearly everyone 
has watched a pile-on without intervening, added a like to a post that was unkind, or 
shared something that amplified another person’s humiliation. The anonymity of the 
crowd makes this feel cost-free. Proverbs 17:5 is instructive here: “He who is glad at 
calamity will not go unpunished.” The one who takes pleasure in watching someone else’s 
public shaming — even silently, even with only a thumbs-up — is not a neutral observer. 
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This is a harder word than most digital discipleship conversations reach, but it is a 
necessary one. 

Scripture is honest about the fact that even believers are not immune to being swept up 
in the momentum of a crowd. At the cross, the mocking did not come only from soldiers 
and strangers. The crowd that had welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem days earlier now 
jeered at Him. The religious leaders who considered themselves guardians of God’s law 
“also mocked him” (Matthew 27:41). And Peter — the rock, the one who had declared 
Jesus the Christ — denied Him three times in the middle of a crowd that was hostile to 
his Lord, not because he was a coward by nature, but because the pressure of the crowd 
in that moment was something he was not prepared to resist. The digital mob operates 
by the same dynamics. It creates momentum, social pressure, and the intoxicating sense 
of being on the right side of a righteous pile-on. Believers who would never initiate cruelty 
find themselves participating in it because the crowd was already moving and it was 
easier to move with it than to stand still. Going along with the digital crowd is no different, 
and no less serious, than going along with any other. 

It is also worth acknowledging that the offender and the offended are not always two 
separate people. Often we are both simultaneously — we lash out because we have been 
wounded, we wound because we are afraid of being wounded first. Digital platforms 
accelerate that cycle in ways that in-person community tends to slow down. The buffer of 
physical presence — the moment of looking someone in the eye, the pause that comes 
from having to choose your words aloud — is gone. What remains is the raw impulse, 
moving faster than wisdom can catch it. This is precisely why Paul’s instruction in 
Ephesians to put away bitterness and wrath and clamor must be treated as a daily 
discipline, not a distant aspiration. 

“Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to 
speak, slow to anger.” — James 1:19 

It is worth noting that social media platforms are engineered to produce the precise 
opposite of what James commands. They reward speed, not reflection. They surface 
content designed to provoke a reaction and make it easy to fire one off in seconds. The 
entire architecture works against being quick to hear and slow to speak. The believer who 
enters that environment without a prior commitment to James’s pattern will find the 
platform’s defaults shaping their responses rather than the Spirit’s. This is why the 
practice of pausing before posting — of asking whether what you are about to say builds 
up or tears down, whether it gives grace or grief — is not mere digital etiquette. It is 
spiritual discipline. 

And speaking up for truth on the digital stage carries its own cost that Christians must be 
prepared to pay. It is just as hard to speak life online as it is to speak it face to face — 
perhaps harder, because the mockery is public and the audience is vast. If we speak what 
the world affirms, the world will receive us warmly; but we do not belong to the world. We 
belong to God, and it is before God that we give account. The pursuit of online approval 
is a current that can carry us quietly away from the shore of faithfulness if we do not swim 
against it with intention. 



27 

 

When we have been wounded digitally — mocked, attacked, publicly shamed — our 
instinct is to withdraw. It is easier to block the person who has hurt us than to open a door 
to being hurt again, and there is wisdom in establishing boundaries that protect our peace. 
There is no gospel imperative to place ourselves repeatedly in the path of abuse. What 
the Gospel does require is something harder than avoidance and simpler than revenge: 
we are called to offer forgiveness. Not because the offender has earned it, not because 
reconciliation is always possible or even safe, but because we serve a God who forgave 
us at enormous cost. We leave the digital sin — and the one who committed it — in God’s 
hands, and we do not allow bitterness to take up residence in ours. 

It is worth being clear about what forgiveness is not, because confusion here is one of the 
things that makes people reluctant to offer it. Forgiving someone does not require you to 
reopen a channel they used to wound you. It does not mean you must respond to them, 
unblock them, or restore the relationship to what it was. Jesus’s instruction in Matthew 
18:15 — to go to a brother who has sinned against you — establishes a process for 
pursuing reconciliation when it is possible and safe to do so. But forgiveness itself is a 
disposition of the heart before God, not a negotiated outcome between two parties. You 
can release someone from your bitterness without ever exchanging another word with 
them. That release is for your sake as much as theirs — perhaps more. 

“For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also 
forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your 
Father forgive your trespasses.” — Matthew 6:14–15 

Jesus’s words here make clear that unforgiveness is not merely a relational problem — it 
is a spiritual one. The bitterness we nurture toward someone who wronged us online does 
not stay contained to that relationship. It places something between us and God. This is 
why the call to forgive, even in the digital realm, is ultimately not about the other person 
at all. It is about keeping our own hearts clear before the Father who has forgiven us far 
more than we will ever be asked to forgive another. 

“Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate 
hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one 
another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; 
as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these 
put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.” — 
Colossians 3:12–14 

Likewise, when the sin is ours, we seek forgiveness — regardless of whether we receive 
it. The grace we extend in asking is not contingent on the grace we receive in return. This 
is how we model God’s love in the digital world as we would in person: deliberately, 
vulnerably, and without guarantee of a kind response. It is a holy inconvenience. And it is 
precisely the kind of love that a watching world does not know what to do with. 

“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another.” — John 13:35 

The world is watching how Christians behave online, and it notices when we do not 
behave differently than anyone else. When believers pile on in a digital mob, trade insults 
in comment threads, or perform outrage for an approving audience, the Gospel is not 
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merely untouched by our participation — it is obscured by it. But when a Christian 
responds to attack with grace, refuses to match cruelty with cruelty, seeks forgiveness for 
a public wrong, or simply goes quiet when the righteous thing is silence, the world sees 
something it cannot fully explain. That unexplainable difference is the witness. How we 
behave in the digital public square is not a personal preference. It is a proclamation. 

The tongue — digital or otherwise — reveals the heart. What we say about God online 
is what we say about God. No platform changes that. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Have you ever felt the “illusion of connection” — a sense of being social without 
actually feeling known? What was that experience like? 

2.  In what ways has your church’s use of digital tools helped your community? In 
what ways might it have made it easier for people to disengage from physical 
gathering? 

3.  Is there someone in your life with whom your primary contact is digital? What 
would it take to deepen that relationship into more physical presence? 

4.  What does “curating yourself” on social media cost you spiritually? Are there 
parts of your real life that you feel you can’t share in your digital spaces? 

5.  How do you personally discern when technology is serving your spiritual life 
versus when it is substituting for something you actually need? 

6.  Have you ever been wounded by someone’s words online — mocked, criticized, 
or publicly shamed in a digital space? What did that feel like, and how did you 
handle it? Looking back, is there anything you would do differently in light of what 
we have discussed? 

7.  Have you ever been the one who wounded someone digitally — a comment, a 
post, a reply that went further than it should have? What made it feel easier to say 
online than it would have been face to face? What would repentance look like in that 
situation, and is there anything still unaddressed? 

8.  Ananias and Sapphira were not punished for keeping part of the money — they 
were punished for misrepresenting what they gave. Peter said: “You have not lied to 
men but to God.” When you post about your faith, your generosity, or your spiritual 
life online, are you representing yourself honestly before God — or performing a 
version of yourself for the approval of others? What would it look like to bring your 
actual spiritual life, not your curated one, before your community? 

 

Closing Prayer 
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Gracious God, You see us as we are — not as we present ourselves online. Forgive 
us for the ways we have curated our faith rather than lived it, for the times we have 
performed generosity rather than given it, and for the harsh words we have spoken 
under the protection of a screen. Teach us to be the same people in every space — 
digital and physical alike — knowing that You are witness to all of it. Amen. 

This Week 

Spend 10 minutes this week reviewing your last 30 social media posts or 
interactions. Ask honestly: does this reflect who I actually am before God, or who I 
want others to think I am? Is there anything that requires an apology or a 
correction? Take one concrete step toward honesty. 
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Chapter Five: The Enemy’s Playbook — Isolation as 
Strategy 

 

“Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like 
a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.”  — 1 Peter 5:8 

Lions do not hunt in the middle of the herd. They circle the edges, watching for the 
straggler, the weak, the isolated. When an animal separates from the group — for 
whatever reason — its vulnerability increases dramatically. The predator waits for that 
moment. 

Peter’s metaphor is not accidental. The image of a roaring lion describes a hunter whose 
primary strategy is to separate before striking. The enemy of our souls operates in exactly 
this way. He does not need to destroy the entire church. He needs to get one believer 
alone. 

Isolation as a Spiritual Vulnerability 

The Bible consistently presents community as a form of spiritual protection. Ecclesiastes 
4:12 notes that “a cord of three strands is not quickly broken.” Proverbs 27:17 observes 
that “iron sharpens iron, and one person sharpens another.” The imagery of the body in 
1 Corinthians 12 emphasizes mutual interdependence: every part needs every other part. 

When a believer is isolated — physically cut off from regular, embodied contact with other 
believers — several things happen simultaneously: 

• Accountability disappears. There is no one close enough to notice when patterns 
change, when the person withdraws, when something is wrong. 

• Encouragement dries up. The “stirring up to love and good works” that Hebrews 
describes requires regular contact. Isolation slowly erodes the motivation to 
persevere. 

• Perspective narrows. In community, a believer’s private struggles are 
contextualized by others’ stories, perspectives, and wisdom. In isolation, those 
struggles expand to fill all available mental space. 

• Doubt grows unchallenged. Questions and doubts that would be worked through 
in conversation fester in isolation. The enemy does not need to introduce new 
lies to an isolated believer; he simply needs to let the existing ones grow in 
silence. 

The prophet Elijah is one of Scripture’s most vivid portraits of what isolation does to a 
faithful person. Fresh from a dramatic victory over the prophets of Baal, he fled into the 
wilderness, sat down under a juniper tree, and asked God to take his life: “It is enough; 
now, O Lord, take away my life, for I am no better than my fathers” (1 Kings 19:4). He 
was depleted, afraid, and utterly alone. And in his isolation, his perception of reality had 
narrowed to a single, devastating conclusion: “I, even I only, am left” (1 Kings 19:14). He 
believed himself to be the last faithful person in Israel. He was wrong. God’s response 
was not a rebuke but a restoration — food, rest, a gentle voice, and the revelation that 
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seven thousand in Israel had not bowed to Baal. Elijah’s isolation had not made him sinful; 
it had made him unable to see clearly. This is precisely what extended digital isolation 
does to a believer: it does not necessarily introduce heresy or gross sin, but it quietly 
distorts perspective until the person can no longer accurately assess their own spiritual 
condition or the community around them. 

 

Technology as an Isolation Tool 

This is where we must be most clear-eyed and honest. Technology, for all its gifts, can 
be weaponized in the service of isolation — often without the believer ever recognizing 
what is happening. 

Consider the progression: A believer becomes very active on social media. They feel 
connected. They are posting, commenting, scrolling, engaging. Their sense of social 
belonging is being met — at least partially — by digital activity. The urgency to be 
physically present with their church community decreases. They start missing Sunday 
services more often, telling themselves that they’ll catch the livestream. The small group 
starts to feel like a lower priority than it used to. After all, they’re still engaged with 
Christian content online. 

Months pass. Their faith is becoming increasingly private, increasingly individual, 
increasingly disconnected from the accountability and encouragement of real community. 
They may not even notice the drift until something hard happens — a crisis, a temptation, 
a season of doubt — and they suddenly realize that they have no one close enough to 
turn to. The community that should have been their support has become a group of people 
they follow online. 

This is not a hypothetical. It is a pattern that pastors and church leaders are recognizing 
across the country in the aftermath of the pandemic years and the explosion of digital 
church content. 

The Vulnerability of the “Globally Connected” Believer 

There is a particular irony in the experience of the believer who is deeply engaged with 
global Christian content — podcasts, online courses, social media communities, digital 
Bible studies — while being functionally absent from any local church body. They may be 
theologically informed, regularly consuming excellent biblical teaching, and connected to 
believers on multiple continents. But they have no pastor who knows their name, no elder 
who can pray over them in person, no community that will notice when they go quiet. 

The global “connection” has become a substitute for the local commitment. And local 
commitment — the unglamorous, sometimes inconvenient, friction-filled reality of being 
in actual community with actual people — is where real discipleship happens. 
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You can follow every major Christian influencer on the internet and still be, in the most 
important sense, alone. The enemy is fine with that arrangement. 

 

What the Early Church Knew 

The early church met in one another’s homes. They ate together, worshiped together, 
faced persecution together. Acts 2:42–47 describes a community of such genuine 
solidarity that people were selling their possessions to meet one another’s needs. This 
was not a community of followers and subscribers. It was a community of people who had 
decided that their lives were genuinely woven together. 

“And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, 
to the breaking of bread and the prayers…And all who believed were 
together and had all things in common…And day by day, attending the 
temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food 
with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the 
people.”  — Acts 2:42–47 

This community was hard to isolate from because it was everywhere in their daily lives. 
They didn’t just see each other once a week. They were woven into one another’s 
existence. That is a model worth pursuing — not naively, because most of us live in a 
different kind of world — but aspirationally. What would it look like for your community of 
faith to be more genuinely woven into the fabric of one another’s daily lives? 

 

Closing Prayer 

Father, You found Elijah under a tree and did not rebuke him — You fed him, let him 
rest, and told him the truth about how many faithful people were still standing. Find 
us in our isolation. Correct the distorted picture that loneliness and disconnection 
have painted. Lead us back to Your people. And make us the kind of community 
that notices when someone goes quiet and goes after them. Amen. 

This Week 

Think of someone — in your church or your life — who has gone quiet. Someone 
you used to see regularly who has drifted. Do not send a passive text. Reach out 
specifically, personally, and in a way that makes clear you have noticed their 
absence and it matters to you. 
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Chapter Six: Strategic Discipleship in a Digital World 

 

We have established the theological framework. Now we must ask the practical question: 
What does faithful, strategic engagement with technology look like for the twenty-first 
century church? 

This chapter offers not a set of rules but a set of principles — convictions grounded in 
Scripture that can guide individual believers and local congregations as they navigate the 
digital landscape with wisdom and intentionality. 

Principle One: Technology Serves the Mission; It Does Not Define It 

The mission of the church is to make disciples of all nations, baptizing and teaching them 
to observe everything that Christ has commanded. Technology is one means toward that 
end. It is an extraordinarily powerful means, and the church should use it fully. 

But a means is not an end. The church that allows its digital strategy to shape its 
theological priorities, rather than the reverse, has inverted the proper order. Digital tools 
should be evaluated on the basis of how well they serve the mission, not adopted because 
they are available or trendy. 

Ask of every digital tool you use: Does this help us make disciples? Does it extend our 
reach to people we cannot otherwise reach? Does it strengthen the community we are 
building? Does it serve the mission, or has it become the mission? 

Principle Two: Physical Gathering Is Non-Negotiable 

No matter how sophisticated digital tools become, the local church that abandons or de-
prioritizes physical gathering has abandoned something essential to what the church is. 
The assembly is not simply one option among many. It is the gathering of the body. 

This means the church must actively and unapologetically call its people to show up. Not 
to guilt them, but to teach them — with the full weight of scriptural truth — why being 
together in person is not optional. The Hebrews passage is not a strong suggestion. It is 
a command with an eschatological context: “all the more as you see the Day drawing 
near.” 

As the world becomes more digitized, the church’s commitment to physical gathering 
should not weaken. It should intensify. The very rarity of genuine, embodied, unhurried 
togetherness in the modern world makes the local church’s gathering more distinctive 
and more precious, not less. 

Principle Three: Use Technology to Drive People Toward Each Other, 
Not Away 



37 

 

This is the critical distinction. Good digital ministry uses technology as an on-ramp, not a 
destination. It uses online connection to create and strengthen real-world community, not 
to substitute for it. 

A church livestream that says, at the end of every service, “We’d love to have you join us 
in person — here’s how” is using technology well. A social media presence that promotes 
small groups, service opportunities, and in-person events is using technology well. A 
digital prayer chain that culminates in people showing up in person for someone in crisis 
is using technology well. 

Technology is well-used when it functions as a bridge to deeper physical engagement. It 
is poorly used when it functions as a comfortable substitute that reduces the motivation 
to show up. 

Principle Four: Protect the “Friction” of Real Community 

Real community is hard. It requires showing up when you don’t feel like it, engaging with 
people who are different from you, navigating conflict, tolerating inconvenience, and 
making commitments you might sometimes wish you hadn’t. This “friction” is not a bug; it 
is a feature. It is precisely the friction of real community that produces character, patience, 
humility, and the kind of deep, durable love that the New Testament describes. 

Digital community is, by contrast, very low-friction. You can engage when you want to 
and disengage when you don’t. You can unfollow anyone who bothers you. You can 
curate your experience so that it never challenges you too much. This ease is pleasant, 
but it does not produce the same spiritual formation that the harder work of real 
community does. 

The church should resist the temptation to make community frictionless in the name of 
accessibility. Some friction is worth protecting. The commitment to show up, even when 
it’s inconvenient, is itself a spiritual discipline. 

The early church gives us a striking example of friction handled faithfully — and turned 
productive. Paul and Barnabas, two of the most effective missionary partners in the New 
Testament, had a disagreement so sharp over John Mark that they parted company (Acts 
15:36–41). The text does not soften it: it was a “sharp contention.” There was no digital 
distance to manage the conflict, no option to simply unfollow the person who frustrated 
them. They had to reckon with the disagreement face to face, and they could not resolve 
it. But the outcome was not the death of the mission — it was the multiplication of it. Two 
missionary teams went out instead of one. Paul took Silas; Barnabas took John Mark. 
And John Mark, the man at the center of the dispute, eventually proved himself so 
thoroughly that Paul would later write, “Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is very 
useful to me for ministry” (2 Timothy 4:11). The friction of real community, engaged 
honestly rather than avoided digitally, can be generative in ways that frictionless digital 
interaction never will be. 

Principle Five: Cultivate Digital Practices That Serve Spiritual Depth 
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Not all digital habits are equal. There is a significant difference between scrolling social 
media for three hours and spending thirty minutes in a digital Bible study. There is a 
difference between online debate about theological controversies and a careful, prayerful 
engagement with a well-taught podcast. 

Believers should evaluate their digital habits not simply by the quantity of Christian 
content they consume, but by what those habits produce. Does your digital engagement 
leave you more prayerful, more scripture-saturated, more motivated to serve? Or does it 
leave you restless, comparative, or spiritually numb? These are honest questions worth 
asking regularly. 

Principle Six: The Church Must Teach Digital Discipleship 

The church has historically taken responsibility for teaching its people how to live faithfully 
in their cultural moment. The Reformers taught Christians how to read the Bible in an age 
of printing. Twentieth-century Christians learned to discern truth from propaganda in an 
age of mass media. 

The digital age demands the same kind of intentional teaching. How do believers maintain 
a healthy relationship with technology? What does digital Sabbath look like? How do 
parents guide children through the specific challenges of growing up in a social media 
environment? What wisdom does Scripture offer for navigating online conflict, political 
discourse, and the temptation to self-curate? 

These are discipleship questions. They belong in the curriculum of the local church, 
taught from Scripture, with the same seriousness that the church brings to questions of 
marriage, parenting, money, and ethics. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1.  What does your church’s digital strategy look like right now? Is it intentional, or 
has it developed organically? How well does it serve the mission? 

2.  In your own life, does your technology use generally drive you toward deeper 
community or allow you to substitute digital engagement for physical presence? 
What specific habits contribute to that pattern? 

3.  What would “protecting the friction” of community look like practically in your 
church or small group? 

4.  If your church were to develop a digital discipleship curriculum, what questions 
would be most important to address? What passages of Scripture would you build it 
around? 

5.  Is there a digital habit in your life that you sense is working against your spiritual 
health? What would it take to change it? 
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Closing Prayer 

Lord, give us wisdom in a noisy age. Help our churches to use every digital tool with 
intention and purpose — as servants of the mission, not shapers of it. Give our 
leaders discernment to know when technology serves the body and when it 
undermines it. And give each of us the courage to choose the harder, better thing: to 
show up, to commit, to stay. Amen. 

This Week 

Identify one digital habit in your life that is currently substituting for something you 
actually need in person — a relationship, a community, an accountability. This 
week, take one concrete step toward the real thing: make a phone call instead of 
sending a text, attend the meeting you have been watching online, or reach out to 
re-engage with a community you have drifted from. 
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Chapter Seven: Toward a Theology of Presence 
 

We are approaching a moment in history when artificial intelligence will be capable of 
producing a reasonable facsimile of pastoral conversation, theological instruction, and 
even “spiritual care.” AI can already answer biblical questions with reasonable accuracy, 
offer devotional reflections, and engage in conversations about faith with something 
resembling empathy. The temptation for the church — to use AI as a substitute for 
pastoral presence rather than as a tool that supports it — will be significant. 

This is precisely why the church needs, urgently, to develop a clear theology of presence: 
a biblically grounded conviction about why the human body in relationship to other human 
bodies is irreplaceable in the economy of God’s kingdom. 

We Are Embodied Beings 

The Christian faith is not a religion that denigrates the body. The incarnation, the 
resurrection, the promised resurrection of all believers — these are emphatically bodily 
realities. God became flesh. Christ rose in a body. We will be raised in bodies. This is not 
incidental theology; it is the architecture of the faith. 

We are not brains that happen to have bodies. We are embodied souls. Our bodies are 
not shells we inhabit; they are part of what we are. This means that embodied experience 
is not just one kind of experience among many — it is the irreducible, given, God-designed 
context for human life. Physical presence is not just one way of being with someone. It is 
being with them in the fullest sense. 

When Paul says that the members of the body suffer together and rejoice together, he is 
describing something that happens in the physical register. The suffering is felt. The joy 
is shared in the room. The togetherness is real enough to touch. 

Presence as Love 

“By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay 
down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the world’s goods and 
sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s 
love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed 
and in truth.”  — 1 John 3:16–18 

John’s criterion for love is striking: it is not the profession of love, but its demonstration. 
Love in deed and in truth. The example he gives is material and physical — sharing the 
world’s goods with a brother in need. The implication is clear: love that remains at the 
level of words and sentiment is not yet the love the Gospel demands. 

Does this mean that digital expressions of care are worthless? No. But it does mean that 
they are incomplete. The question John is asking us is: does your love cost you something 
real? Does it require something of your body — your time, your physical presence, your 
energy, your resources? Words are easy, whether they are spoken or typed. Love, as the 
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Bible describes it, is a choice made in the physical world, with consequences for your 
actual life. 

The Ministry of Showing Up 

There is a phrase that circulates in pastoral circles: “Twenty percent of ministry is just 
showing up.” The precise percentage is debatable, but the point is true. An enormous 
proportion of what the church does for people has nothing to do with theological 
sophistication or programmatic excellence. It is simply the act of being physically present 
with someone who needs to know they are not alone. 

This is the ministry that cannot be automated, livestreamed, or replaced by AI. It is the 
ministry of the body in the room. It is the pastor who drives across town at midnight. It is 
the church member who takes a week off work to help a family move after a fire. It is the 
small group that shows up with cleaning supplies when someone is overwhelmed. It is 
the elder who holds the hand of a dying saint. 

These acts do not trend. They do not generate engagement. They are not photogenic. 
But they are the church being the church in the fullest sense — the body of Christ, present 
in the world, doing what Jesus did. 

 

The world has plenty of platforms. It is desperately short of people who will show up. 

 

A Vision for the Digitally Wise Church 

What does the church look like that has gotten this right? It is not a church that has 
rejected technology. It is a church that has made technology serve its deepest values 
rather than shape them. 

It has a robust digital presence that extends its reach, promotes its gatherings, connects 
its members between Sundays, and serves as an on-ramp for the unchurched. It uses 
every available tool to broadcast the Gospel as widely as possible. 

And it also has people who show up. People who are in one another’s houses and 
hospitals and crises. People who are raising one another’s children and burying one 
another’s parents. People who know which members are struggling and which are thriving 
because they spend enough time together to see it. People who understand that the 
church is not a brand they follow but a body they belong to. 

That church is not a relic of a pre-digital past. It is the ancient, embodied, irreplaceable 
community of the Gospel — made more distinctive and more necessary by the digital 
age, not less. 

 

Closing Prayer 
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Jesus, You are the God who became flesh — who chose a body, lived in it, and 
rose in it. Teach us to take bodies seriously: our own and those of the people 
around us. Make us a people of presence — who show up, who touch, who sit 
beside, who stay. In a world of screens and substitutes, make Your church the place 
where people find the irreplaceable thing: another human being, in the room, on 
behalf of the God who came in person. Amen. 

This Week 

This week, practice what this chapter calls “the ministry of showing up.” Find one 
opportunity to be physically present with someone who needs it — not because it is 
convenient, but because they need a body in the room. Show up without an agenda. 
Simply be there. 
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Chapter Eight: Practical Strategies for Individuals and 
Congregations 

 

The following practical suggestions are offered not as a checklist but as starting points 
for prayerful conversation. Each community is different; adapt these principles 
thoughtfully to your context. 

For Individual Believers 

Conduct a Digital Audit 

Spend one week simply observing your digital habits without judgment. How much time 
do you spend on social media? On digital Christian content? How does that compare to 
time spent in person with other believers? What are your first instincts when you wake up 
and before you sleep? The audit is not an accusation; it is information. You cannot make 
wise choices without accurate self-knowledge. 

Establish a Digital Sabbath 

The principle of Sabbath rest — of regularly stepping back from normal activity to reorient 
toward God and others — applies to the digital world as powerfully as to any other. 
Consider establishing a regular period — one day a week, or a few hours daily — during 
which you set aside digital devices entirely. Use that time for prayer, for face-to-face 
conversation, for the kinds of embodied presence that digital activity tends to crowd out. 

Be Intentionally Present 

When you are with people, be with them. Put the phone away. Make eye contact. Be the 
kind of person who is genuinely present when they are in the room with you — not 
mentally on the screen. This is itself a countercultural, Gospel-shaped act in a world 
where people scroll through notifications while they sit with their families. 

Use Digital Tools to Create, Not Substitute 

Ask of every digital communication whether it is a step toward deeper physical 
relationship or a substitute for it. A text message that says “I’m thinking of you — can we 
have coffee this week?” uses digital communication in service of physical relationship. An 
hour of posting on a church Facebook group instead of attending the midweek study uses 
it as a substitute. 

Be Honest About Digital Habits in Accountability Relationships 

If you are in an accountability relationship with another believer, bring your digital life into 
it. What are you watching? What are you looking for on social media? What content are 
you consuming that is shaping your mind and heart? The accountability relationship is 
one of the great gifts of the Christian community — do not let it stop short of your digital 
life. 
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For Congregations 

Develop a Theology of Gathering 

Many churches have developed detailed theologies of worship, preaching, baptism, and 
the Lord’s Supper. Few have developed an explicit theology of gathering — a clear, 
Scripture-grounded articulation of why physical assembly matters and what it 
accomplishes that no digital alternative can. This teaching is urgently needed. Develop it, 
preach it, and return to it regularly. 

Use Digital Tools to Deepen, Not Replace, Community 

Evaluate every digital tool your church uses by asking: Does this drive people toward one 
another or allow them to stay at a comfortable distance? A church app that helps people 
connect with small groups, sign up for serving opportunities, and communicate pastoral 
needs can be a powerful community-building tool. An app that primarily delivers sermon 
content to people who never show up in person may be extending reach while thinning 
the community. 

Create Structures for Genuine Accountability and Care 

Digital tools can support pastoral care, but they cannot replace it. Ensure that your 
congregation has structures — small groups, elder visitation, deacon ministry, one-on-
one discipleship relationships — that create genuine, embodied accountability and care 
for every member. These structures must be physical. They require showing up. 

Address Digital Isolation From the Pulpit and in Small Groups 

Name the reality that digital isolation is a genuine spiritual vulnerability. Preach on it. 
Include it in small group curriculum. Create language for your community around the 
importance of physical presence and the dangers of substituting digital connection for 
real community. Many people in your congregation are living in significant digital isolation 
and have never heard it named as a spiritual issue. 

Model Analog Community 

Church leadership can model the value of physical presence by prioritizing it visibly. 
Leaders who are in one another’s lives, who show up for their congregation in embodied 
ways, who make it clear that the digital ministry serves the physical community and not 
the reverse — these leaders form the culture of the church more powerfully than any 
policy statement. 

 

Closing Prayer 

Father, You have given us both extraordinary tools and irreplaceable community. 
Help us to hold them in their right order — tools in service of people, digital in 
service of physical, reach in service of depth. Give our congregations the wisdom to 
build structures that keep real accountability and care at the center, and the courage 
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to name digital isolation as the spiritual vulnerability it is. May our churches be 
known as places where people are truly known. Amen. 

This Week 

Choose one of the practical strategies from this chapter — for individuals or for 
congregations — and commit to taking one specific, measurable step toward it 
before the next session. Write it down. Share it with someone in the group who can 
ask you about it. 
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Conclusion: Wired for Fellowship 
 

We are, at the deepest level, wired for fellowship. Not the digital simulation of fellowship, 
but the real thing — the embodied, inconvenient, irreplaceable experience of human 
beings sharing life together in the presence of God. 

The digital tools of our age are remarkable gifts. They have given the church capabilities 
that previous generations of believers could only have imagined. We can broadcast the 
Gospel to the ends of the earth. We can connect believers across oceans. We can 
organize, communicate, teach, and serve with an efficiency that would have astonished 
the Apostle Paul. 

And we must remember what Paul himself never forgot: the letter is not the same as being 
there. The broadcast is not the same as the gathering. The emoji is not the same as the 
embrace. The livestream is not the same as the body assembled. 

The church has always been countercultural in the ways that matter most. In a world of 
increasing digital substitution, the local church’s stubborn commitment to physical 
togetherness is one of the most subversive and necessary things it can do. To show up 
— in person, with your actual face and hands and voice — is an act of profound spiritual 
resistance in a culture that increasingly treats presence as optional. 

Consider Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1–10). He was a wealthy tax collector who had managed 
to put himself at a safe distance from everyone — above the crowd, literally, in a sycamore 
tree. He wanted to see Jesus, but on his own terms, from a safe remove, without the risk 
of engagement. Jesus did not send him a message. He did not offer a recorded teaching. 
He looked up, called him by name, and said: “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for I 
must stay at your house today.” The transformation of Zacchaeus — the restoration of 
what he had taken, the salvation that came to his house that day — happened because 
Jesus refused to leave him in the tree. He came down. Jesus came in. The whole story 
turned on the irreplaceable fact of showing up. 

Let us not neglect meeting together. Let us use every tool at our disposal to spread the 
Gospel as far as it will go. And let us remember, always, that the church is not a platform. 
It is a body. Bodies have to be in the room. 

 

“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not 
neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”  — Hebrews 
10:24–25 
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Discussion Questions 

1.  What is the single most significant insight from this study that you want to carry 
forward? What change, if any, does it invite you to make? 

2.  How does your congregation currently balance digital reach and physical 
community? What adjustments, if any, seem called for? 

3.  What would it look like for your church to become known in your community as a 
place where people show up for one another in extraordinary ways? 

4.  In a world of increasing digital isolation, what is the church’s unique opportunity? 
What does the world need from us that only embodied community can provide? 

5.  How does the Incarnation — God choosing to show up in a body — change the 
way you think about your own ministry of presence? 

 
 
 

Closing Prayer 

Lord, You are the God who showed up. You called Zacchaeus down from his tree. 
You walked the road to Emmaus. You cooked breakfast on a beach. You dispersed 
the crowd and stayed with the one who was left. Make Your church a people who do 
the same — who refuse to let the world’s substitutes replace the real thing, who 
show up in the flesh because You showed up in the flesh, and who carry Your 
presence into every room, every crisis, every ordinary meal. We are wired for 
fellowship. Help us to live like it. Amen. 

This Week 

As this study ends, identify the one change — in your personal habits, your 
relationships, or your church involvement — that you most sense God calling you to 
make. Write it as a specific commitment: not “I will be more present” but “I will 
[specific action] by [specific date].” Share it with at least one other person from this 
group. 
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Scripture Reference Guide 
 

The following passages are referenced or directly relevant to the themes of this study. 
They are collected here for personal study, sermon preparation, and small group use. 

 

On the Gathering of Believers 

• Hebrews 10:24–25 — Not neglecting to meet together 

• Acts 2:42–47 — The early church’s life together 

• 1 Corinthians 12:12–27 — The body of Christ 

• Matthew 18:20 — Where two or three are gathered 

 

On the One Another Commands 

• John 13:34–35 — Love one another as I have loved you 

• Romans 12:10–18 — Outdo one another in showing honor 

• Galatians 6:2 — Bear one another’s burdens 

• James 5:16 — Confess your sins to one another; pray for one another 

• 1 Thessalonians 5:11 — Encourage one another and build one another up 

• Colossians 3:16 — Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach one 
another 

 

On the Incarnation and Physical Presence 

• John 1:14 — The Word became flesh and dwelt among us 

• Mark 1:40–41 — Jesus touches the leper 

• John 11:33–35 — Jesus weeps with the mourners 

• John 20:22 — Jesus breathes on the disciples 

• John 21:12–13 — Jesus makes breakfast on the beach 

• 1 Thessalonians 2:17 — Paul longs to see his churches face to face 

• 2 John 12 — John prefers face-to-face over a letter 

• John 8:3–11 — Jesus disperses the crowd and restores the woman caught in 
adultery 

• Luke 19:1–10 — Jesus calls Zacchaeus down from the tree and comes to his 
house 

• Luke 24:13–35 — The road to Emmaus; hearts burning, recognized in the 
breaking of bread 

 

On Isolation and Spiritual Vulnerability 
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• 1 Peter 5:8 — The enemy prowls like a roaring lion 

• Ecclesiastes 4:9–12 — Two are better than one 

• Proverbs 27:17 — Iron sharpens iron 

• 1 Corinthians 12:26 — If one member suffers, all suffer together 

• 1 Kings 19:1–18 — Elijah under the juniper tree; isolation distorts perception; 
God restores with presence, not rebuke 

 

On Love in Deed 

• 1 John 3:16–18 — Let us love not in word only but in deed and in truth 

• James 2:14–17 — Faith without works is dead 

• Matthew 25:34–40 — Whatever you did for the least of these 

• Matthew 6:1–6 — Do not practice your righteousness before others to be seen; 
the danger of performed piety 

• Acts 5:1–11 — Ananias and Sapphira; curated generosity; you have not lied to 
men but to God 

 

On the Great Commission 

• Matthew 28:19–20 — Go and make disciples of all nations 

• Acts 1:8 — You will be my witnesses to the ends of the earth 

• Romans 10:14 — How will they hear without someone preaching? 

On Speech, Forgiveness, and Digital Witness 

• Proverbs 17:5 — Whoever mocks the poor insults his Maker; he who is glad at 
calamity will not go unpunished 

• Proverbs 18:21 — Death and life are in the power of the tongue 

• James 1:19 — Be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger 

• Ephesians 4:29–32 — Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths; be kind, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another 

• Colossians 3:12–14 — Put on compassionate hearts, kindness, humility; bearing 
with and forgiving one another as the Lord has forgiven you 

• Matthew 6:14–15 — If you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive 
you 

• Matthew 18:15 — If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault 

• John 13:35 — By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have 
love for one another 

• Acts 15:36–41 — Paul and Barnabas part over John Mark; the productive friction 
of real community 

• 2 Timothy 4:11 — Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is very useful to me 
for ministry 
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Bibliography and Recommended Resources 
 

The following bibliography is organized into three sections: (1) cited and referenced works 
that directly inform the content of this study; (2) recommended reading for leaders, small 
groups, and individuals who wish to go deeper on the themes covered; and (3) a brief 
note on the biblical translations and study tools used throughout. 

Where works are not formally cited in the text but address the same themes with rigor 
and pastoral wisdom, they are included in the Recommended Reading section with a brief 
annotation describing their relevance to this study. 

 

Part One: Scripture and Biblical Reference Works 

 

All Scripture quotations in this study are drawn from the English Standard Version (ESV) unless 
otherwise noted. Additional translations consulted include the New International Version (NIV), 
the New King James Version (NKJV), and the King James Version (KJV). 

 

The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV). Wheaton: Crossway Bibles, 2001.  Primary 
translation used throughout this study. 

The Holy Bible, New International Version (NIV). Colorado Springs: Biblica, 2011.  Consulted for 
comparative readings of key passages, particularly the Pauline epistles. 

The Holy Bible, King James Version (KJV). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1611 
(current edition).  Consulted for several historically significant passages and for the study 
of the Greek text. 

Strong, James. The New Strong’s Expanded Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible. Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2010.  Used for Greek and Hebrew word studies, including the terms 
episynagogē (Hebrews 10:25) and eskēnosen (John 1:14). 

Mounce, William D. Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words. 
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006.  Reference for Greek term definitions and semantic 
range used in Chapter One and Chapter Two. 

 

Part Two: Theological and Pastoral Sources 

 

These works directly inform the theological arguments of this study, particularly the chapters on 
incarnation, embodied community, and the church’s missional calling. 

 

Crouch, Andy. The Tech-Wise Family: Everyday Steps for Putting Technology in Its Proper Place. 
Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2017. ISBN: 978-0801018664.  The foundational Christian 
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treatment of technology and family life in the digital age. Crouch’s work, developed in 
partnership with original Barna Group research, informs this study’s framework of 
intentional versus default engagement with technology. His ten family commitments 
provide a practical model for the principles articulated in Chapters Six and Eight. 

Crouch, Andy. The Life We’re Looking For: Reclaiming Relationship in a Technological World. 
New York: Convergent Books, 2022. ISBN: 978-0593237342.  Crouch’s most theologically 
developed treatment of the human need for embodied recognition and relationship in a 
technological world. His argument that technology offers ‘personalized’ experience but not 
‘personal’ relationship directly informs Chapter Four’s discussion of the illusion of 
connection. Highly recommended for small group leaders and adult education teachers. 

Reinke, Tony. 12 Ways Your Phone Is Changing You. Foreword by John Piper. Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2017. ISBN: 978-1433552434.  A Christocentric examination of twelve specific 
ways smartphone culture reshapes the believing soul, including appetite, attention, 
identity, and community. Reinke’s observation about technology reducing the ‘friction’ of 
authentic relationship directly informs the discussion in Chapter Six on protecting the 
friction of real community. Essential reading for any Christian seeking to evaluate their 
digital habits through a biblical lens. 

 

Part Three: Social Science and Empirical Research 

 

The empirical claims in this study regarding loneliness, adolescent mental health, and the social 
effects of digital technology are grounded in the research summarized below. 

 

Haidt, Jonathan. The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an 
Epidemic of Mental Illness. New York: Penguin Press, 2024. ISBN: 978-0593655030.  The 
most comprehensive recent study of the documented collapse in adolescent mental health 
following the widespread adoption of smartphones and social media platforms in the early 
2010s. Haidt’s research on the paradox of digital ‘connection’ producing measurable 
increases in loneliness, depression, and anxiety directly grounds the claims made in 
Chapter Four. While written from a secular social-science perspective, the findings align 
powerfully with the biblical model of embodied community this study presents. 

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each 
Other. New York: Basic Books, 2011. ISBN: 978-0465031467.  Based on fifteen years of 
research and hundreds of interviews at MIT, Turkle’s landmark study documents the 
phenomenon of people feeling ‘always connected’ while becoming progressively more 
isolated. Her concept of ‘the illusion of companionship’ is the secular social-science 
foundation for the theological argument in Chapter Four. A foundational work for 
understanding how digital technology reshapes human relationship. 

Newport, Cal. Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World. New York: 
Portfolio/Penguin, 2019. ISBN: 978-0525536512.  Newport’s philosophy of intentional 
technology use — choosing fewer digital tools that serve clearly defined values — 
provides the secular intellectual foundation for the strategic discipleship principles in 
Chapters Six and Eight. His research on the attention economy and the deliberate design 
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of social media platforms for compulsive use informs the discussion of how technology 
can become a tool of isolation without the user ever intending it. 

 

Part Four: Recommended Reading for Deeper Study 

 

The following works are not formally cited in this study but are warmly recommended for 
individuals, small group leaders, and pastors who wish to go deeper on the themes addressed 
here. They are grouped by primary theme. 

 

On Technology, Faith, and Christian Formation 

Reinke, Tony. God, Technology, and the Christian Life. Wheaton: Crossway, 2022. ISBN: 978-
1433571299.  Reinke’s follow-up to 12 Ways Your Phone Is Changing You offers a 
broader theological framework for how Christians should think about technology 
throughout history. Excellent for adult education series or pastor study. 

Crouch, Andy. Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling. Downers Grove: IVP Books, 
2008. ISBN: 978-0830833030.  Crouch’s foundational treatment of the Christian calling to 
engage, create, and steward culture — including the cultural artifacts of the digital age. 
Essential background for understanding Crouch’s later work on technology specifically. 

Plantinga, Cornelius, Jr. Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995. ISBN: 978-0802842183.  A theological examination of how sin distorts 
the shalom — the flourishing wholeness — God intends for human life and community. 
Provides the broader theological framework within which digital isolation can be 
understood as a spiritual, not merely social, problem. 

On Embodiment and the Theology of Presence 

Leithart, Peter J. Theopolitan Vision. Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2019. ISBN: 978-1947644779.  
A rich theological exploration of the city, the body politic, and the physical gathering of 
God’s people. Informs the theological vision of the assembled church as a bodily, visible 
community. 

Volf, Miroslav. After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998. ISBN: 978-0802844569.  A rigorous theological examination of the 
church as community, drawing on Trinitarian theology to argue for the essential 
interpersonal and embodied nature of ecclesial life. Excellent for theologically serious 
small group leaders. 

Smith, James K. A. You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit. Grand Rapids: Brazos 
Press, 2016. ISBN: 978-1587433801.  Smith’s accessible treatment of how embodied 
practices and habits form the loves and desires of the human soul directly informs the 
study’s argument that digital habits shape us spiritually, for better or worse. Highly 
recommended for adult discipleship contexts. 

On Community, Fellowship, and the Local Church 



56 

 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich. Life Together. New York: HarperOne, 1954 (reprint). ISBN: 978-
0060608521.  Bonhoeffer’s classic treatment of Christian community, written during the 
illegal seminary years of the Confessing Church in Nazi Germany, addresses the nature 
of true fellowship, the danger of idealized community, and the irreplaceable gift of physical 
togetherness. Prophetically relevant to the digital age despite being written decades 
before it. 

Clapp, Rodney. A Peculiar People: The Church as Culture in a Post-Christian Society. Downers 
Grove: IVP Academic, 1996. ISBN: 978-0830818846.  An argument for the local church 
as a countercultural community whose distinctive practices — including gathering, eating 
together, and sharing life — constitute a political and spiritual witness to the surrounding 
culture. Deeply relevant to the question of what the church’s commitment to physical 
gathering communicates in a digital world. 

Dever, Mark. The Church: The Gospel Made Visible. Nashville: B&H Academic, 2012. ISBN: 978-
1433673931.  A thorough, accessible treatment of the theology of the local church, 
including the purpose and necessity of the gathered assembly. Useful for any church 
wanting to build a theology of gathering from Scripture. 

On Discernment, Wisdom, and the Christian Mind 

Sayers, Mark. A Non-Anxious Presence: How a Changing and Complex World Will Create a 
Remnant of Renewed Christian Leaders. Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2022. ISBN: 978-
0802428516.  A pastoral and practical guide to leading and living faithfully in a world of 
increasing complexity and disruption, including the disruption of digital technology. 
Relevant to the study’s call for strategic, non-anxious engagement with the digital world. 

On the Inner Life and Honesty Before God 

Augustine of Hippo. Confessions. Translated by Henry Chadwick. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1991. ISBN: 978-0199537822.  Written in the fourth century, Augustine’s 
Confessions remains the most penetrating examination in the Christian tradition of the gap 
between the self we present to the world and the self we bring before God. His unflinching 
analysis of self-deception, the need for approval, and the restless heart that performs 
rather than surrenders speaks directly to the material in Chapter Four on the curated self 
and the Ananias and Sapphira dynamic. Augustine’s opening line — “Our heart is restless, 
until it repose in Thee” — is the theological ground beneath everything this chapter says 
about why digital affirmation can never satisfy what only God can give. Chadwick’s Oxford 
translation is the scholarly standard; the Penguin Classics edition (translated by R. S. 
Pine-Coffin) is equally reliable and more widely available. 

 

Lewis, C. S. The Screwtape Letters. New York: HarperOne, 1942 (reprint). ISBN: 978-
0060652937.  Though written before the digital age, Lewis’s satirical correspondence 
between a senior and junior demon remains the most penetrating fictional exploration of 
how the enemy works to distract, isolate, and corrode the souls of believers through the 
ordinary texture of daily life. Read Chapter Five of this study and then read The Screwtape 
Letters — the resonance will be immediate. 

On Forgiveness, Speech, and Christian Witness 
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Smedes, Lewis B. Forgive and Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t Deserve. New York: 
HarperOne, 1984 (reprint). ISBN: 978-0061285820.  The most widely read pastoral 
treatment of forgiveness in the evangelical tradition. Smedes’s distinction between 
forgiving and forgetting, and his argument that forgiveness is a gift the wounded person 
gives themselves before God, directly undergirds the material in Chapter Four on what 
forgiveness is and is not. Highly accessible; suitable for individual believers and small 
group use. 

Sayers, Mark. Reappearing Church: The Hope for Renewal in the Rise of Our Post-Christian 
Culture. Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2019. ISBN: 978-0802418920.  Sayers’s 
examination of the church’s distinctive witness in a post-Christian cultural moment speaks 
directly to the missional argument in Chapter Four: that how Christians behave in the 
digital public square is not a personal preference but a proclamation. His analysis of what 
makes the church’s presence genuinely countercultural — and therefore genuinely 
attractive — provides theological grounding for the John 13:35 witness discussion. 

 

Part Five: Online Resources and Further Study 

 

The following online resources provide ongoing research, pastoral reflection, and practical 
guidance on the themes of this study. Web resources were verified as of 2024–2025. 

 

Barna Group. “State of the Church” research series. barna.com.  The Barna Group conducts 
ongoing research on church attendance, digital engagement, and the spiritual health of 
American Christians. Their annual State of the Church reports provide current data on the 
trends discussed in Chapters Three and Four. 

The Gospel Coalition. Technology and culture resources. thegospelcoalition.org.  TGC maintains 
an extensive library of articles, reviews, and pastoral reflections on technology, digital 
culture, and Christian faithfulness. Particularly useful for small group preparation and 
ongoing pastoral education. 

Desiring God. “Technology” topic archive. desiringgod.org.  John Piper’s ministry maintains a 
substantial archive of articles, sermons, and resources addressing the Christian’s 
relationship with technology, including contributions from Tony Reinke. Free and 
accessible. 

Social Media and Teen Mental Health — Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health. 
hsph.harvard.edu.  For leaders who wish to understand the empirical research on social 
media’s effects on mental health and social connection, Harvard’s ongoing research 
summaries provide accessible, peer-reviewed findings relevant to the discussion in 
Chapter Four. 

 

A Note on Citations 

This study is written as a pastoral and educational resource rather than an academic 
paper. Biblical quotations are cited by book, chapter, and verse throughout the text. 
Secular and theological works are cited in the bibliography above. Where claims about 
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social research are made in the body of the text — particularly regarding loneliness 
statistics and adolescent mental health trends — these are grounded in the works of Haidt 
(2024) and Turkle (2011) as cited above. Readers wishing to verify specific claims are 
encouraged to consult those primary sources directly. 

The goal of this bibliography is not merely academic credibility but pastoral usefulness: 
every work listed above has been chosen because it will genuinely enrich the faith, 
understanding, and ministry of the believer who reads it. 
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Personal Reflection Notes 
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