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UNIT 26
Session 1

Leader BIBLE STUDY

Jesus’ crucifixion, burial, and resurrection are the center 
of the gospel. Jesus accomplished the plan God had been 
working out throughout the Old Testament to bring 
salvation to sinners, and it happened in such an unlikely 
way.

In the Book of Acts, Peter testified to the Israelites about 
Jesus’ death: “Though He was delivered up according to 
God’s determined plan and foreknowledge, you used lawless 
people to nail Him to a cross and kill Him” (Acts 2:23). 
Crucifixion was a horrific way to die. As you teach kids, 
rather than focus on the graphic details of how Jesus died, 
emphasize why He died. Two primary reasons stand out: 

Unit 26 • Session 1

Use Week of:

Jesus’ Crucifixion

BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 27:11-66
MAIN POINT: Jesus was crucified on the cross.
KEY PASSAGE: Ephesians 2:8-9
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus die on the cross? Jesus died on 

the cross to save us from our sins and came back to life to show we are 
forgiven.

INTRODUCE THE STORY
(10–15 MINUTES)

PAGE 76

TEACH THE STORY
(25–30 MINUTES)

PAGE 78

APPLY THE STORY
(25–30 MINUTES)

PAGE 84
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Additional resources for each session are available at 
gospelproject.com. For free training and session-by-session 
help, visit www.ministrygrid.com/web/thegospelproject.

God is loving, and God is just.

First, God is loving. He sent His Son to be the Savior of 
the world because He loves us. (See John 3:16; Rom. 5:8; 
1 John 4:10.) Jesus submitted to the Father’s will; He 
humbled Himself and came to earth as a man, and He laid 
down His life because He loves us. (Eph. 5:2) 

Jesus lived the perfect life we failed to live and died the 
guilty death we don’t want to die. Those who trust in Him 
receive forgiveness and eternal life.

Second, God is just. God’s law for the people was plain. 
(See Deuteronomy 6:5.) But God’s people, and all people, 
broke the law. We have loved other things more than we 
love God. That is sin. So why did Jesus have to die? Why 
couldn’t He just say, “You are forgiven”? Because God is 
just, He requires due payment for sin. To simply forgive sin 
without requiring a payment would be unjust.

Jesus was our substitute, taking our place on the cross and 
absorbing God’s wrath on our behalf so we can be forgiven 
and declared righteous. (See Rom. 3:25-26; Col. 2:13-15.) 
Jesus died to release sinners from slavery to sin, and when 
we trust in Him, we are free indeed.
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Jesus’ Crucifixion
Matthew 27:11-66

Jesus stood before Pilate, the governor. Pilate asked 
Him, “Are You the King of the Jews?”

Jesus answered, “Yes, that’s right.” Then the religious 
leaders made accusations against Jesus, but Jesus did not 
say anything. Pilate was surprised that Jesus was silent.

Every year at Passover, the governor would free a 
prisoner—whichever prisoner the people chose. At that 
time, there was a prisoner named Barabbas (buh RAB 
uhs) who was very bad. So Pilate asked the crowd, “Who 
do you want me to set free? Barabbas or Jesus, who is 
called the Messiah?”

The crowd answered, “Barabbas!”
Pilate asked, “Then what should I do with Jesus, who 

is called the Messiah?”
The crowd answered, “Crucify Him!”
Pilate asked, “Why? What has He done wrong?”
But the crowd kept shouting, “Crucify Him!”
Pilate’s soldiers took Jesus to the governor’s palace 

and gathered around Him. They took off His clothes and 
put a scarlet robe on Him. They made a crown of thorns 
and put it on His head. Then they hit Jesus and mocked 
Him. “Hail, King of the Jews!” they said.

The soldiers nailed Jesus to a cross. Then they cast 
lots to decide who would get His clothes. They put a sign 
above His head that said: THIS IS JESUS, THE KING 
OF THE JEWS. Two criminals were crucified next to 
Him.

As Jesus was on the cross, people mocked Him. “He 
saved others, but He cannot save Himself!” they said.

Bible 
Storytelling 
Tips

• Act it out: Select two 
volunteers. Identify 
one as Barabbas and 
the other as Jesus. 
When telling the story, 
stand behind or next to 
the volunteers. Move 
between the two and 
point to them when 
referring to Jesus or 
Barabbas. 

• Use props: As you 
tell the story, one 
adult helper should 
dress another leader 
to portray Jesus with a 
crown of thorns, purple 
robe, and sign that says 
“KING OF THE JEWS” as 
you describe these story 
details.

The BIBLE STORY
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From noon until three in the afternoon, darkness 
covered the land. Then Jesus cried out, “My God, My 
God, why have You forsaken Me?” Jesus shouted again 
with a loud voice, “It is finished!” Then Jesus died. 
Suddenly, the curtain in the temple sanctuary split in two, 
from top to bottom, and there was an earthquake. One of 
the men near the cross said, “This man really was God’s 
Son!”

Jesus was buried in a rich man’s tomb cut into a rock. 
A stone was sealed in front of the tomb and Roman 
soldiers stood guard so that no one could steal Jesus’ 
body.

Christ Connection: We deserve to die because of our sin, but 
God loves us and kept His promise to send a Savior. Jesus never 
sinned, but He died in our place. He was the blood sacrifice 
made once and for all for the forgiveness of sin. Jesus rose from 
the dead on the third day, and those who trust in Him have 
forgiveness and eternal life.

WANT TO 
DISCOVER 

GOD’S WORD? 
GET 

BIBLE EXPRESS!

Invite kids to check 
out this week’s 
devotionals to 

discover how God’s 
Word can help 

them grow in the 
gospel. Order in 
bulk, subscribe 

quarterly, or purchase 
individually. For 

more information, 
check out 

www.lifeway.com/
devotionals.
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Introduce the STORY

SESSION TITLE: Jesus’ Crucifixion
BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 27:11-66
MAIN POINT: Jesus was crucified on the cross.
KEY PASSAGE: Ephesians 2:8-9
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus die on the cross? Jesus died on 

the cross to save us from our sins and came back to life to show we are 
forgiven.

Welcome time
Greet each kid as he or she arrives. Use this time to collect 
the offering, fill out attendance sheets, and help new kids 
connect to your group. Prompt kids to share their ideas 
about what they will be doing one week from today. What 
will they eat for breakfast? What will they do during the 
day? Who will they talk to that day?

Activity page (5 minutes)

Invite kids to complete the “Search and Rescue Match” on 
the activity page. Challenge kids to cross out the items that 
do not have a match. Ask kids to identify the remaining 
items. (cross, crown of thorns, nails, large stone)
SAY  • All of these items are in our Bible story today. Can 

anyone guess what we are going to hear about today?

Session starter (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Let the crowd decide
Form two groups of kids. Instruct groups to stand at 
opposite sides of the room. Explain that you are going to 
give them an option between two things. Group members 
must agree on an option and then shout it out together.

• “Search and Rescue 
Match” activity page, 
1 per kid

• pencils or markers

LOW PREP
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Alternate between groups. Give the following options or 
offer your own:

•	peanut butter and jelly sandwich or macaroni and 
cheese?

•	basketball or soccer?
•	chocolate cake or strawberry ice cream?
•	morning or evening?
•	science or math?
•	cats or dogs?

SAY  • Today we are going to hear a Bible story about a time 
when a crowd had to choose between Jesus and a 
criminal named Barabbas (buh RAB uhs). Let’s find 
out whom they chose.

OPTION 2: Snake stomp
Give each kid a copy of the snake template. Allow a couple 
of minutes for kids to color the snakes. Then instruct them 
to cut along the solid lines.

Guide kids to stand in a circle and set the snakes on the 
floor. Remove one snake and lead kids to walk around the 
snakes in a circle. When you shout, “Look out!” kids should 
each stand on a snake. The player without a snake is out. 
Play several rounds, removing a snake each time.
SAY  • Today we are going to hear about when Jesus died on 

the cross. What might a snake have to do with Jesus’ 
dying on a cross? You might remember in Genesis 3 
when sin entered the world, God promised that He 
would send someone to crush the head of the snake. 
God had a plan all along to put an end to sin and 
death. Let’s find out how He did that.

Transition to teach the story

• “Snake Template” 
printable

• crayons or markers
• scissors
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Suggested Theme Decorating Ideas: Simulate a base 
camp for a search and rescue team. Set up a table and 
display maps, flashlights or lanterns, climbing ropes, and 
safety equipment. You may choose to project the theme 
background slide.

Countdown
Show the countdown video as your kids arrive, and set it to 
end as the session begins.

Introduce the session (3 minutes)

[Leader enters wearing a backpack and carrying a two-way 
radio. Leader sets down the radio and backpack on a table 
unpacks a climbing rope, small blanket, and Bible.]
LEADER  • Climbing rope … check! Small blanket … check! 

Bible … check! Rubber boots … oh, drat. I knew I 
forgot something.

Hey, everyone. I’m [your name], volunteer assistant 
for the Lackanada Search and Rescue Squad. We just 
got word that there’s a hiker missing in the nearby 
mountains. This is not good; it’s getting dark, and 
nighttime rescues are much more difficult than 

• room decorations
• Theme Background 

Slide (optional)

• countdown video

• leader attire
• backpack
• two-way radio
• climbing rope
• small blanket
• Bible

Teach the STORY

SESSION TITLE: Jesus’ Crucifixion
BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 27:11-66
MAIN POINT: Jesus was crucified on the cross.
KEY PASSAGE: Ephesians 2:8-9
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus die on the cross? Jesus died on 

the cross to save us from our sins and came back to life to show we are 
forgiven.
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daytime rescues. Fortunately a team has already 
headed out and should be making contact with the 
hiker soon. So the squad coordinator sent me back 
here to base to organize our supplies.

There’s not a lot to be done around here, which is 
great because I want to share with you an incredible 
Bible story. In some ways, this is a search and rescue 
story—the greatest search and rescue story ever! 

Big picture question (1 minute)

LEADER  • The next few weeks, we are going to answer this 
big picture question: Why did Jesus die on the cross? 
Now that is a great question. Here’s the answer: Jesus 
died on the cross to save us from our sins and came 
back to life to show we are forgiven.

Giant timeline (1 minute)

Show the giant timeline or big story circle.
LEADER  • Check out all of these stories from the Bible we 

have already learned about. From the beginning 
of the Gospels back through the Old Testament 
prophets and back all the way to Genesis in the 
beginning.

Everything that happened fits together to tell a 
bigger story of God’s plan to rescue people from sin. 
The promise God made at the very beginning finally 
comes true in today’s story. Let’s listen.

Tell the Bible story (10 minutes)

Open your Bible to Matthew 27:11-66. Use the Bible 
storytelling tips on the Bible story page to help you tell the 
story, or show the Bible story video “Jesus’ Crucifixion.”

• Giant Timeline or 
Big Story Circle

• Bibles
• “Jesus’ Crucifixion” video
• Big Picture Question 

Poster
• Bible Story Picture 

Poster
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LEADER  • When we talk about Jesus’ crucifixion, we mean 
His death on the cross. Crucifixion was a terrible 
punishment, usually used for the worst criminals. 
Jesus never did anything wrong, but we know that 
His death was part of God’s plan to save sinners. 

Imagine how Jesus’ disciples felt. They believed 
that Jesus was the Messiah. They thought He was 
going to overthrow the Romans and set up His 
kingdom and rescue them.

Jesus was the Savior God promised—but how can 
someone who is dead save anyone? Well, we know 
this is not the end of the story. When Jesus was 
arrested and nailed to a cross, the governor’s soldiers 
made fun of Him. They put a crown of thorns on 
His head and a scarlet robe on Him. They mocked 
Him as the King of the Jews. But they did not 
understand that Jesus is a King, and this was God’s 
plan all along.

Only Jesus could be the perfect substitute for 
sinners. He lived the perfect life we cannot live and 
died the guilty death we don’t want to die.

Christ connection
LEADER  • On this dark day, Jesus’ followers probably 

thought all hope was lost. Jesus was crucified on the 
cross, and His body was laid in a tomb. But the story 
was not over.

By dying on the cross, Jesus paid the penalty for 
our sin—all of it: past, present, and future. He was 
the blood sacrifice made once and for all for the 
forgiveness of sin.

And God was satisfied with Jesus’ sacrifice. We 

Tip: Use Scripture 
and the guide 
provided to explain 
how to become a 
Christian. Make sure 
kids know when 
and where they can 
ask questions.
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know this because on the third day, God raised 
Jesus from the dead. Those who trust in Him have 
forgiveness and eternal life.

Key passage (5 minutes)

Show the key passage poster. Lead the boys and girls to read 
together Ephesians 2:8-9.
LEADER  • Our key passage reminds us that we can’t do 

anything to save ourselves. That’s why God sent His 
Son to die on the cross for our sins. Before Jesus 
died, He said, “It is finished!” The work was done. 
Salvation is God’s gift to anyone who trusts in Jesus. 
We do not deserve this gift; it is all grace.

Lead boys and girls in singing “Saved by Grace.”

Discussion starter video (4 minutes) 

LEADER  • Think about a time you did something in 
someone else’s place. A substitute is someone who 
takes the place of another person. Have you ever 
had a substitute teacher at school when your regular 
teacher was sick? Now check out this video.

Show the “Unit 26, Session 1” discussion starter video. 
Guide kids to discuss these questions:

•	When did Benjamin want to take Candace’s place? 
Was Benjamin willing when Nell asked for help 
picking up trash?

•	In what way was Jesus our substitute? What did He 
do in our place?

LEADER  • Jesus gave His life, acting as our substitute by 
dying the death we deserve on the cross. Why did 
Jesus die on the cross? Jesus died on the cross to save 
us from our sins and came back to life to show we 

• Key Passage Poster
• “Saved by Grace” song

• “Unit 26, Session 1” 
discussion starter 
video
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are forgiven. God calls us to tell others the good 
news about what Jesus has done. Because of His great 
love for us, Jesus willingly took our punishment for 
sin so that we can have forgiveness and eternal life.

Sing (4 minutes)

LEADER  • Jesus’ death and resurrection is at the center of 
the gospel and of all history. This is the moment 
everything changed. Let’s sing about it.

Sing together “This Is the Moment.”

Pray (2 minutes)

Invite kids to pray before dismissing to apply the story.
LEADER  • Lord God, we hear about Jesus’ death on the 

cross with both sadness at the suffering He so 
unfairly endured and thankfulness because He 
suffered in our place. We admit that we are sinners 
who need Your grace. Thank You for the gift of Your 
Son. We do not deserve Him, but we love Him. 
Thank You. Amen.

Dismiss to apply the story

• “This Is the Moment” 
song
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The Gospel: God’s Plan for Me
Ask kids if they have ever heard the word gospel. Clarify that the word gospel 
means “good news.” It is the message about Christ, the kingdom of God, 
and salvation. Use the following guide to share the gospel with kids.

God rules. Explain to kids that the Bible tells us God created 
everything, and He is in charge of everything. Invite a volunteer to read 
Genesis 1:1 from the Bible. Read Revelation 4:11 or Colossians 1:16-17 aloud 
and explain what these verses mean.

We sinned. Tell kids that since the time of Adam and Eve, everyone has 
chosen to disobey God. (Romans 3:23) The Bible calls this sin. Because God is 
holy, God cannot be around sin. Sin separates us from God and deserves God’s 
punishment of death. (Romans 6:23)

God provided. Choose a child to read John 3:16 aloud. Say that God 
sent His Son, Jesus, the perfect solution to our sin problem, to rescue us from 
the punishment we deserve. It’s something we, as sinners, could never earn on 
our own. Jesus alone saves us. Read and explain Ephesians 2:8-9.

Jesus gives. Share with kids that Jesus lived a perfect life, died on the 
cross for our sins, and rose again. Because Jesus gave up His life for us, we can 
be welcomed into God’s family for eternity. This is the best gift ever! Read 
Romans 5:8; 2 Corinthians 5:21; or 1 Peter 3:18.

We respond. Tell kids that they can respond to Jesus. Read 
Romans 10:9-10,13. Review these aspects of our response: Believe in your heart 
that Jesus alone saves you through what He’s already done on the cross. Repent, 
turning from self and sin to Jesus. Tell God and others that your faith is in Jesus.

Offer to talk with any child who is interested in responding to Jesus. 
Provide I’m a Christian Now for new Christians to take home and complete 
with their families.
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Apply the STORY

SESSION TITLE: Jesus’ Crucifixion
BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 27:11-66
MAIN POINT: Jesus was crucified on the cross.
KEY PASSAGE: Ephesians 2:8-9
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus die on the cross? Jesus died on 

the cross to save us from our sins and came back to life to show we are 
forgiven.

Key passage activity (5 minutes)

Show the key passage poster and read it aloud. Guide boys 
and girls to read it aloud together. Then read it again. 
Prompt the girls to echo you, one phrase at a time. Then 
read it again, prompting the boys to echo each phrase.
SAY  • Some of the religious leaders thought that people 

could be accepted by God if they followed all of 
the law. In fact, some people still believe that. 
But Ephesians 2:8-9 tells us that we cannot save 
ourselves. We can’t be “good enough” to earn God’s 
favor. Everyone has sinned, or broken God’s law. 
That’s why Jesus came. Jesus was perfect for us. Jesus 
never sinned. Salvation is never earned; it is a gift 
from God that comes only through faith.

Bible story review & Bible skills (10 minutes)

Distribute Bibles and guide kids to the Gospel of Matthew. 
Ask kids to name the four Gospels. (Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
John) Challenge kids to explain in one sentence what the 
Gospels are about. (The Gospels tell the story of Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection.)

Encourage kids to find Matthew 27:11-66. Lead them to 

• Key Passage Poster

• Bibles, 1 per kid
• Main Point Poster
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refer to the passage as they answer these review questions:
1.	The people could release one prisoner—Jesus or 

Barabbas (buh RAB uhs). Whom did they choose? 
(Barabbas, Matt. 27:21)

2.	What did the people want to do with Jesus? (Crucify 
Him, Matt. 27:22)

3.	Who was crucified next to Jesus? (two criminals, 
Matt. 27:38)

4.	Why did Jesus die on the cross? Jesus died on the 
cross to save us from our sins and came back to life 
to show we are forgiven.

Now guide kids to discuss these questions:
•	Why can’t we save ourselves? Why was Jesus’ sacrifice 
enough to pay for our sins? (We are sinners. Jesus was 
our sinless substitute; see Rom.6:23)

•	Why couldn’t God have ignored our sins? Why did 
Jesus have to die? (God is holy and just. He is right to 
hold us responsible for our sin. The punishment for sin 
is death. Jesus died to pay the penalty for our sin; see 
Rom. 3:25-26.)

•	How does Jesus’ death on the cross show God’s love 
to sinners? (God sent His Son to die so we can have 
forgiveness and eternal life; 1 John 4:10)

SAY  • The Friday before Easter is known in the church as 
Good Friday. It is the day we remember how Jesus 
was crucified on the cross. This was a very sad day. 
Jesus suffered greatly. Why do you think we call this 
day “Good” Friday? [Allow kids to respond.]

Jesus’ crucifixion is good news for sinners. We 
deserve to die for our sin, but Jesus willingly died the 
death we deserve so that we can have forgiveness and 
eternal life.

Option: Retell or 
review the Bible 
story using the 
bolded text of the 
Bible story script.
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Activity choice (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Free the captives
Form two teams of kids. Choose two kids—one from each 
team—to face off in a game of “Rock, Paper, Scissors.” The 
winner stays in the game while the other kid goes to his 
team’s “prison”; the player should sit against a wall at the 
front of the room.

If the two players tie, the first kid to call out, “It is 
finished!” frees any of her teammates from prison. The team 
that sends all of the other team’s players to prison wins.
SAY  • Jesus was crucified on the cross. His death and 

resurrection freed people from something much 
worse than prison. Jesus died on the cross to save 
people from sin, and He is alive. When we trust in 
Jesus, we are freed from the power of sin and receive 
eternal life with God.

OPTION 2: Painted palm prints
Give the following instructions and assist kids as they make 
painted palm prints:

1.	Use a foam brush to cover your palm and fingers 
with a thin layer of white paint.

2.	Press your hand onto the top center of a piece of 
black construction paper. Then use a wipe to clean 
the excess paint from your hand.

3.	Dip a fingertip in red paint and press it into the 
center of the palm print. Wipe your finger clean.

4.	Use chalk or a white crayon to write Jesus died for me 
below the handprint.

SAY  • Jesus was crucified on the cross. We deserve to die 
because of our sin, but God loves us and kept His 
promise to send a Savior. Jesus never sinned, but He 

LOW PREP

• black construction 
paper

• white washable paint
• red washable paint
• chalk or white crayon
• foam brushes
• wipes (for cleanup)

Option: Review 
the gospel with 
boys and girls. 
Explain that kids are 
welcome to speak 
with you or another 
teacher if they have 
questions.
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died in our place. He was the blood sacrifice made 
once and for all for the forgiveness of sin.

Jesus rose from the dead on the third day, and 
those who trust in Him have forgiveness and eternal 
life. Hang up this picture at home or keep it in your 
Bible as a reminder of the gospel: Jesus came into the 
world to save sinners. 

Journal and prayer (5 minutes)

Distribute journal pages and pencils. Guide kids to think 
about and answer the questions listed on the page:

•	What does this story teach me about God or the 
gospel?

•	What does the story teach me about myself? 
•	Are there any commands in this story to obey? How 
are they for God’s glory and my good?

•	Are there any promises in this story to remember? 
How do they help me trust and love God?

•	How does this story help me to live on mission 
better?

While kids journal, invite them to share their ideas. Then 
lead kids in prayer.
SAY  • Lord God, as we learn about Jesus’ dying a death He 

didn’t deserve, we realize that we deserve death for 
our sins. Thank You for sending Your Son to rescue 
us from sin and death. We want to remember Jesus’ 
great sacrifice and live in a way that brings glory to 
our Savior. We love You, God. Amen.

As time allows, lead kids to complete “Puzzle Pieces” on the 
activity page. Kids should match the puzzle shapes to their 
correct place and copy the words accordingly.

• pencils
• Journal Page
• “Puzzle Pieces” activity 

page, 1 per kid

Tip: Give parents 
this week’s Big 
Picture Cards for 
Families to allow 
families to interact 
with the biblical 
content at home.
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