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Session

5
The Savior Is Crucified

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Jesus is the King who willingly took upon Himself 
the punishment for sin.

What do you think of when you hear the word 
sacrifice? For most of the first-century world, the 
word sacrifice brought to mind blood. It expressed 
the image of a bull or goat or other such animal 
lying and struggling upon an altar as its life 
drained from its body. 

Likewise, the cross of Christ is not an antiseptic 
or sterile image—a beaten and bloody Man hung 
between heaven and earth in horrific pain as the 
crowd mocked while He slowly suffocated. 

Why is it important that we do not sterilize the slaughter of Christ?

How can you personally cultivate a greater understanding and 
appreciation not only of what Christ accomplished for us but also how 
He did so? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“He lost his own life in 
order to gain life for all; he 
preferred to be conquered 
in himself in order to be the 
victor in everyone.” 1 

–Maximus of Turin 
(circa 380-465)
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In this session, we will not only reflect upon the manner of Christ’s death but also the 
meaning. The crucifixion of Jesus was brutal and unjust, and yet, He willingly laid His 
life down in obedience to the Father and for the salvation of sinners. As the substitute 
sacrifice, Jesus died in our place. As the crucified King, He demonstrated the true 
wisdom and power of God. And as the forsaken Son, He endured the punishment of 
our sin so we could become the righteousness of God in Him. 

1.  Jesus the Substitute Sacrifice (Matt. 27:11-26)  

11 Now Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor asked him, “Are you the 
King of the Jews?” Jesus said, “You have said so.” 12 But when he was accused by the 
chief priests and elders, he gave no answer. 13 Then Pilate said to him, “Do you not 
hear how many things they testify against you?” 14 But he gave him no answer, not even 
to a single charge, so that the governor was greatly amazed.

15 Now at the feast the governor was accustomed to release for the crowd any 
one prisoner whom they wanted. 16 And they had then a notorious prisoner called 
Barabbas. 17 So when they had gathered, Pilate said to them, “Whom do you want 
me to release for you: Barabbas, or Jesus who is called Christ?” 18 For he knew that 
it was out of envy that they had delivered him up. 19 Besides, while he was sitting 
on the judgment seat, his wife sent word to him, “Have nothing to do with that 
righteous man, for I have suffered much because of him today in a dream.” 20 Now 
the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and destroy 
Jesus. 21 The governor again said to them, “Which of the two do you want me to 
release for you?” And they said, “Barabbas.” 22 Pilate said to them, “Then what shall 
I do with Jesus who is called Christ?” They all said, “Let him be crucified!” 23 And 
he said, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Let him 
be crucified!”

24 So when Pilate saw that he was gaining nothing, but rather that a riot was 
beginning, he took water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am 
innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” 25 And all the people answered, 
“His blood be on us and on our children!” 26 Then he released for them Barabbas, 
and having scourged Jesus, delivered him to be crucified.
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History is full of bad choices, yet there was no worse decision in history than the 
Jerusalem crowd’s choice of Barabbas over Jesus, a murderer over the Maker. But there 
was also no better outcome, as one Man would die for the salvation of the world. 

What are some ways we may choose something or someone 
over Jesus?

Pilate was looking for a way out. He knew the 
priests and elders all too well and was not blind 
to the situation before him. He knew Jesus was 
undeserving of death but also knew that the chief 
priests would stop at nothing to silence any and all 
perceived threats to their position and privilege. 

Knowing that personally confronting the priests 
and elders during the Passover would be politically 
dangerous, Pilate considered the potential of having 
the people put the pressure on their leaders. If the 
crowd were to excuse Jesus, then the elders and 
priests would have no recourse but to drop their 
accusation against Him. After all, they had been too 
concerned about the crowd’s perception of Jesus as a 
prophet to make a public arrest (Matt. 21:46). 

Barabbas was a murderer and insurrectionist. He was 
worthy of the punishment that awaited him. Even if 
the crowd would not proclaim Jesus innocent, surely 
they would recognize His relative innocence when 
contrasted with a man like Barabbas. 

Pilate’s plan was brilliant, but it was doomed by the 
sinfulness of man and God’s divine plan. This day the guilty would walk free while the 
innocent would walk to death. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
61. Christ as Substitute 

At the heart of the 
atonement is Jesus Christ 
substituting Himself for 
sinners as He died on the 
cross. This truth is seen 
against the backdrop of the 
Old Testament sacrificial 
system, which provided a 
picture of humanity’s need 
for sin to be covered and 
guilt to be removed by an 
innocent sacrifice. Jesus 
perfectly revealed and did 
the will of God, taking upon 
Himself human nature 
with its demands and 
necessities and identifying 
Himself completely with 
humankind yet without sin. 
He honored the divine law 
by His personal obedience, 
and in His substitutionary 
death on the cross, He made 
provision for the redemption 
of humanity from sin.
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What examples of substitute sacrifices from the Old Testament can you 
think of, and how do they relate to Jesus’ substitution for us? 

How do you think Barabbas responded to this turn of events in his 
favor? How should we respond?

2.  Jesus the Crucified King (Matt. 27:27-44)  

27 Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the governor’s headquarters, 
and they gathered the whole battalion before him. 28 And they stripped him and put a 
scarlet robe on him, 29 and twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on his head 
and put a reed in his right hand. And kneeling before him, they mocked him, saying, 
“Hail, King of the Jews!” 30 And they spit on him and took the reed and struck him on 
the head. 31 And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the robe and put his 
own clothes on him and led him away to crucify him.

32 As they went out, they found a man 
of Cyrene, Simon by name. They compelled 
this man to carry his cross. 33 And when 
they came to a place called Golgotha (which 
means Place of a Skull), 34 they offered him 
wine to drink, mixed with gall, but when 
he tasted it, he would not drink it. 35 And 
when they had crucified him, they divided 
his garments among them by casting lots. 
36 Then they sat down and kept watch 
over him there. 37 And over his head they 
put the charge against him, which read, 
“This is Jesus, the King of the Jews.” 



38 Then two robbers were crucified with him, one on the right and one on the left. 
39 And those who passed by derided him, wagging their heads 40 and saying, “You who 
would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, save yourself! If you are the 
Son of God, come down from the cross.” 41 So also the chief priests, with the scribes 
and elders, mocked him, saying, 42 “He saved others; he cannot save himself. He is the 
King of Israel; let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. 
43 He trusts in God; let God deliver him now, if he desires him. For he said, ‘I am the 
Son of God.’ ” 44 And the robbers who were crucified with him also reviled him in the 
same way. 

As Jesus is tortured and prepared for the cross, He is patronized and mocked as the 
“Messiah.” He is clothed with royal robes and a crown, but the display is a mockery of 
justice. Those unfit for their positions see the royal robes but are unable to see the King, 
blinded by vanity and fear. As the robes are removed and Jesus is unclothed on the cross, 
it is then that His glory is most revealed. The King’s exaltation does not consist of robes 
but of clothing Himself in humanity and suffering death that we might see life. 

How would you explain the crucifixion of Jesus as “the King of the Jews” 
as a demonstration of His glory in the world?

This passage of Scripture screams humiliation. Torture, mockery, abuse, insults, and 
taunts. Jesus was a spectacle to be laughed at and disregarded by the soldiers and the 
spectators. Who could endure such torture, especially when the endurance is a matter 
of choice and not merely a necessity? At any point Jesus could have resisted; at any point 
He could have fought back. His resistance is never futile, and yet, He endured.

This passage of Scripture also screams humility. Patience, love, grace, and mercy. Jesus 
on the cross was a spectacular drama showing just how far the Son of God was willing 
to go in perfect obedience to His Father, and we are encouraged to share in that same 
humility (e.g., Phil. 2:5-11). 
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The irony in this passage is thicker even than 
the blood. The King of kings is mocked by being 
called a king. He is told to come down and thus 
display His glory when doing so would have 
undone all that He was accomplishing for His 
glory. By saving Himself, He would sacrifice 
others. So He stayed on the cross and endured the 
pain and the shame and the wrath, and we are the 
beneficiaries. The crucified King—a stumbling 
block to the Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, and 
yet, the very hope of the world (see 1 Cor. 1:23-25). 

Why are human beings so prone to miss Jesus’ glory on the cross?

How can knowing the Old Testament storyline and details help shed 
light on the glory of the crucified King?

3.  Jesus the Forsaken Son (Matt. 27:45-51) 

45 Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour. 
46 And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema 
sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 47 And some of 
the bystanders, hearing it, said, “This man is calling Elijah.” 48 And one of them at once 
ran and took a sponge, filled it with sour wine, and put it on a reed and gave it to him 
to drink. 49 But the others said, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to save him.” 
50 And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit.

51 And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And 
the earth shook, and the rocks were split.

 Voices from 
Church History
“The Cross to me is certain 
salvation. The Cross is that 
which I ever adore. The Cross 
of the Lord is with me. The 
Cross is my refuge.” 2 

–Thomas Aquinas  
(1225-1274)
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As light was extinguished, so too was sound. The silence hung heavily like a morning 
fog until a single cry pierced the stillness: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 
me?” (Matt. 27:46). Jesus’ cry should have resonated in the minds of the onlookers, but 
they missed His reference. These are the opening words of Psalm 22, a psalm dripping 
with messianic meaning (see especially vv. 1-2,6-8,12-18). Jesus was not calling upon 
Elijah, as the crowd supposed. He was identifying Himself as the One to whom the 
psalm pointed and demonstrating the horror of feeling forsaken by His Father. 

Then, with another cry, Jesus yielded up His spirit in death. In that moment, heaven 
and earth could take no more. A creation subjected to futility began to quake, and earth 
and rock split. With it, the veil in the temple that separated heaven and earth was split 
from top to bottom, signifying that this act was accomplished from above. 

In the torn curtain, a message is proclaimed. A Son was rejected so that the Father would 
have many more sons and daughters. The Father forsook His only Son that He might 
extend forgiveness to a great many children. A Son’s sacrifice was accepted in the holy 
of holies that all who trust in Him might be accepted before the very throne of God. 

What do the events of Golgotha demonstrate about the love of the Father and the 
love of the Son?

If a non-Christian asked you the question “Why did Jesus die?” how would 
you respond?
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Conclusion

The good news of the gospel is that Jesus is the 
King who willingly took upon Himself the 
punishment for sin. Unjustly condemned to 
death, Jesus willingly took up His cross and 
suffered the judgment our sins deserve. In other 
words, Jesus was forsaken so that we would be 
accepted. He was condemned so that we would be 
welcomed as children of God. 

So don’t fear talking about sin and calling people 
to faith. Our Father does not abandon us on our 
mission to proclaim this good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Indeed, through 
His Holy Spirit, He strengthens our faith and fuels our worship and witness. Let us all 
“preach Christ crucified” to the world, knowing His sacrifice has saved us and will save 
many more (1 Cor. 1:23).

CHRIST CONNECTION: Unjustly condemned to death, Jesus willingly took 
up His cross and suffered the judgment our sins deserve. At the moment 
He died, the curtain in the temple sanctuary was torn in two, signifying 
the truth that sinners have access to God through the blood of Christ. The 
crucifixion of Jesus is the center of history, revealing God’s holiness and 
justice, our sinfulness and unrighteousness, and Christ’s humility and love.

 Voices from  
the Church
“Our Lord is both our model, 
obedient and uncomplaining 
as he serves the Father no 
matter what the cost, and 
our Savior, who offers himself 
for the sins of the world.” 3 

–Craig S. Keener 
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1.  How should Jesus’ substitution on the cross on your behalf affect the way 
you share the gospel with others?

2.  When tempted to downplay the reality of our crucified King, how can we 
remind ourselves that this is truly the wisdom and power of God for the world?

3.  Write a prayer of thanksgiving that Jesus was forsaken by the Father so you 
could be accepted as a child of God.

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to proclaim not only that 
Jesus died on the cross but also why He died.
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