We hope this free sample lesson is a blessing to your ministry. It’s week #2 of our True JOY: 4Week Children’s Ministry Curriculum. If you enjoy this sample, please consider purchasing the
whole series.
Everyone wants to be happy, but finding True JOY comes from following God’s directions. This 4week study looks at the two great commandments that Jesus’ explains in Matthew 22:36-40. Built
around the acronym J-O-Y, these lessons will help kids know what it means to love God and
others. As followers of Christ, our greatest JOY comes when we seek a deeper relationship with
Jesus while obeying his Word. This curriculum is flexible enough to handle wide age groups in
even the smallest Sunday School. We have included “more than enough” with each lesson to help
you adapt to every teaching situation. Use what you can to teach the main idea, even if your class
time does not allow for all activities.
All lessons were written by Kristin Schmidt. This material is © 2021 by The Sunday School Store.
You have full permission to copy, print, and share within your local church or ministry group.
Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version. ESV® Text Edition:
2016. Copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used
by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.
We are praying for you and your ministry. Please reach out if you have any concerns or advice to
improve our curriculum. May God continue to bless your service to His kids.
Tony Kummer,
Editor of the Sunday School Store
support@sundayschool.store

Curriculum Overview and Introduction

4-Week Series Overview
Lesson #1: How do we find JOY?
Summary: The first lesson in this series provides an overview of what “JOY” means and stands
for. The main text follows a conversation that Jesus had with the Pharisees, who questioned Him
about the greatest commandment. These Jewish leaders had hundreds of rules, and they spent
time in heavy debate over which ones were most important to righteous living. Jesus settled the
matter by summing up all of the intricacies of the rules with two main instructions: love God and
love other people. In this lesson, students will discuss rules, and will also talk about what it means
to love.
Lesson #2: Put Jesus First
Summary: In this lesson, students will examine the first component of the JOY acronym, the J for
Jesus. The focus is on making God the first priority in life. Children will discuss how trying to put
our hope in ourselves or our things does not bring us genuine lasting happiness. Only God can give
us true joy. This lesson explores the interaction Peter had with Jesus after the Resurrection.
Although Peter had denied even knowing Christ, the Lord forgave him and invited him to serve by
loving others and building the church.
Lesson #3: Love Your Neighbors
Summary: This lesson emphasizes the “O” for “others” element of the JOY acronym. Living only
with our own interests in mind may seem easy or entertaining, but ultimately does not bring
happiness, and does not follow God’s will. Students will explore and re-enact the story of the
Good Samaritan, in which Jesus answers the question “Who is my neighbor?” Kids will also discuss
specific methods and opportunities for demonstrating love to other people.
Lesson #4: Love Yourself
Summary: This lesson comes to the final element of the JOY acronym: “Yourself.” Although it’s
essential to put God and others first, honoring our own needs is also important. The elements of
the story here focus on how each of us is made in God’s image and loved by Him as a dear child.
Scripture references focus on God’s compassionate and never-ending love for us. The story uses
the Parable of the Prodigal Son to remind children that God will always love and accept them. The
lesson includes suggested memory verse activities, games, and crafts, as well as questions for
conversation and the story itself.

Lesson 2: Put Jesus First
Lesson Overview
What does it mean to put Jesus first in our lives? We often assure children that Jesus loves them, and that as
Christians we ought to love Him. For young students, though, that might sound like a confusing concept. How
do they put God first? What does it mean to love Him with heart and soul and mind? What does that look like
on a practical level as we go about our daily lives and tasks?
One essential element to keep in mind as teachers is that so much of what we communicate is best
explained by living example. Students understand best when they observe demonstrations of
genuine love for the Lord. One of the most effective ways we can teach how to love the Lord with
all that we have is simply by living that sort of lifestyle!
Summary: In this lesson, students will examine the first component of the JOY acronym, the J for
Jesus. The focus is on making God the first priority in life. Children will discuss how trying to put
our hope in ourselves or our things does not bring us genuine lasting happiness. Only God can give
us true joy. This lesson explores the interaction Peter had with Jesus after the Resurrection.
Although Peter had denied even knowing Christ, the Lord forgave him and invited him to serve by
loving others and building the church. The lesson includes suggested memory verse activities,
games, and crafts, as well as questions for conversation and the story itself.
Gospel Connection: There is a beautiful message of comfort in the story of Peter’s life. While
Jesus was on Earth, Peter often acted quickly or impetuously. After the Resurrection, though, Peter
devoted himself completely to the work of God. This lesson emphasizes how the grace of God
covers anything and everything we do. No matter what we do, nothing can separate us from His
love. When we are willing to repent and come to Him, He can do amazing things with our lives.
Memory Verse: And he said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your mind. 38 This is the great and first commandment.

-

Matthew 22:37-38
Additional Passages and Stories: John 21:15-22: Peter repents of his abandonment and is
“reinstated” as a disciple of Jesus and leader of the church. For the background of Peter’s betrayal,
see Matthew 26:69-75, Mark 14:66-72, Luke 22:54-62, or John 18:25-27.
Supplies Needed: construction paper or card stock, glue, yarn, markers, rocks, jar, sand.
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Memory Verse Activities:
Suggested time: approximately 5 minutes. These activities can be done at any time within the
lesson. Insert it as suits your group.
Bible Verse: And he said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind. 38 This is the great and first commandment.

- Matthew

22:37-38
The passage in this lesson is a bit longer than the initial memory verse. It is important to first
review the previous week’s verse, though, and then add the next component to build on what
students already remember and have learned. Continue to repeat and build as you help kids
memorize the entire passage of Matthew 22:36-40.
Hand motions are an excellent method of absorbing and recalling Bible verses. Start with the last
week’s passage and add. Here are some suggested movements:
Mathew 22:36
Teacher, (raise hand as though asking a question in class)
which is (exaggerated shrug motion)
the great commandment (arms open wide in a “biggest” sense way)
in the Law? (move hands as though opening a scroll or a book)
Matthew 22:37-38
And He said to him (cup hands around mouth as though talking to someone)
You shall love the Lord your God (cross arms over chest and point up to Heaven)
with all your heart (point to heart)
and with all your soul (make a large circle around body to indicate everything)
and with all your mind. (point to head)
This is the great (flex muscles for “greatness”)
and first commandment. (make a number one sign)
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Lesson Introduction:
Suggested time: 5 minutes – pick one of the following ideas
This lesson emphasizes the importance of making a relationship with God the first priority in life.
When we seek Him first, other details fall into place. The story that coincides looks at Peter, and
how he denied Christ three times, but then agreed with Him three times after the Resurrection to
be “reinstated.”
•

Putting the first thing first. Start out with a simple object lesson that illustrates the
importance of putting Jesus first in our lives. You will need a tall glass or jar, a few large
rocks, and a cup of sand, sugar or salt. (You can use a large cookie or candy bar instead of
the rocks, if you’d like to make it edible!) Explain to students that the rock/rocks/cookie
represent loving and serving God. Discuss things we do that show we love Him (prayer,
going to church and Sunday school, being kind to others). The sand/sugar represents other
details involving things that we do for fun, or just things that we have to do for ourselves.
Have a student help by pouring the sand into the jar or glass. Have another student then
add the rocks, noticing that they don’t fit in the jar with all of the sand. Empty it back out,
and try to fill the jar again, this time placing the rocks first, and then watching the sand slip
in around the cracks and crevices. Explain that we have to place main priorities first.

•

What does it mean to love something? Get kids moving around the room with a four
corners-style-game. Arrange designated areas to distinguish how much kids like something:
designate a space for “dislike,” “it’s okay,” “I like it,” and “I love it!” List off various things,
ranging from puppies to summer time to cheese pizza to family members. Have kids move
to the space in the room that matches how much they like each listed item.

•

Heart, soul, mind, and strength. Ask students a series of questions that reflect decisions
they might have to make or things they might have to do in their lives. If the issue deals
more with the mind (like “what is the capital of Germany?”), have them point to their
heads. If it seems like a “heart issue” (“what is your favorite memory?”), they should point
to their hearts. Note: this one might be a little too deep for younger audiences.

•

“Feed my Sheep” Relay. This is a fun activity for younger students. Create a paper cutout “sheep” or simply use a bowl or bag, set on one end of a room. One at a time, have
students go back and forth collecting “grass” (shredded paper) and “feeding” it to the sheep.
Have lines of kids compete to see who can feed their sheep the most grass quickly.
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Large Group Teaching:
Suggested time: Approximately 10 minutes
Start off by describing that the stories of focus here involve two important events in the life of one
of the “inner circle” disciples of Jesus. Peter experienced deep sorrow and regret when he denied
Jesus. Three times in a row he pretended not to even know Christ. Peter was more concerned
with keeping himself safe than with loving the Lord. However, when he repented and promised to
follow and serve, Jesus joyfully forgave him and made him part of His plan to spread the Gospel.
Ask the children to think of something selfish that they have done, or maybe something selfish
they would want to do. Have they ever done something they felt sad about afterward?
Say: When we do things without first thinking them through, or when we put ourselves first, we
usually wind up disappointed. We can never have true JOY unless we put Jesus first. Today we are
going to look at a Bible story that involves a special disciple of Jesus. Peter loved the Lord, but
sometimes he acted or spoke quickly and didn’t think about the consequences. He’s the one who
saw Jesus walking on water, and jumped out of the boat to go meet him. This same guy pulled out a
sword when Jesus was being arrested, and cut someone’s ear off!
We are going to read in the Bible about two events that happened in Peter’s life: one that made
him sad, and one that made him glad. We will see how Peter was much happier when he agreed to
love and follow Jesus. The first passage we will look at happened when Jesus was arrested and
about to be crucified. Peter had always told Jesus that He would follow Him no matter what. In
fact, at the Last Supper, he told Jesus he would die for Him, and Jesus predicted something
different:
Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, where are you going?” Jesus answered him, “Where I am
going you cannot follow me now, but you will follow afterward.” 37 Peter said to him,
“Lord, why can I not follow you now? I will lay down my life for you.” 38 Jesus
answered, “Will you lay down your life for me? Truly, truly, I say to you, the rooster will
not crow till you have denied me three times. - John 13:36-38
Well, after Jesus was arrested and was being put on trial, Peter was near the place where he was.
As he warmed himself by the fire, his nerves got the better of him. Let’s explore what happened.
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*Note: You may wish to tell or explore the story in a few ways, depending on the age and ability of
your audience. Older students might take turns reading the passages verse by verse, or even taking
on roles and acting out the action. You may even wish to incorporate a mini-skit (script follows)
for both stories. Younger students may enjoy playing the parts of the rooster and sheep; or they
could listen as the story is paraphrased. The text given here comes from the book of John, but the
story can be found in all four Gospels. Set the stage by explaining that Jesus had been arrested
(thanks to the betrayal of Judas) and was on trial for His “crimes” of claiming God-hood. In the
scene here, Peter stands outside the courtyard. He wants information about Jesus, but he’s also
nervous because he doesn’t want to be arrested and tried, too.
Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple. Since that disciple was known to
the high priest, he entered with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest, 16 but Peter stood
outside at the door. So the other disciple, who was known to the high priest, went out and
spoke to the servant girl who kept watch at the door, and brought Peter in. 17 The servant
girl at the door said to Peter, “You also are not one of this man's disciples, are you?” He
said, “I am not.” 18 Now the servants and officers had made a charcoal fire, because it was
cold, and they were standing and warming themselves. Peter also was with them, standing
and warming himself. - John 18:15-18
Have you ever tried to blend in with a group somewhere and not be noticed? That’s sort of what
Peter is doing here. He is trying to follow the action to the extent of knowing what will happen to
His Lord, but he doesn’t want to get in trouble for being associated with Jesus. When the servant
asks if Peter knows Jesus, he denies it. Even though Peter vowed earlier to follow Jesus to death,
he quickly hides the fact that he is a follower. Later, others begin to question Peter, and twice
more he feigns ignorance:
Now Simon Peter was standing and warming himself. So they said to him, “You also are
not one of his disciples, are you?” He denied it and said, “I am not.” 26 One of the servants
of the high priest, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off, asked, “Did I not see
you in the garden with him?” 27 Peter again denied it, and at once a rooster crowed. - John
18:25-27
Imagine how devastated Peter must have felt. He had promised to put Jesus first, but in this
situation, he put his own safety as the top priority. When he heard the rooster crow, Peter
remembered the words Jesus had predicted about him, and realized that he had indeed gone
against his word and denied his master and friend.
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All was not lost for Peter, though! Shift the story by explaining that after the Resurrection, Jesus
appeared to His disciples multiple times. One significant sighting happened as Peter and a few
other disciples were fishing one day. Jesus appeared, and invited them to have a fish fry breakfast
on the beach. After they ate, Jesus spoke to Peter directly.
When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you
love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said
to him, “Feed my lambs.”

16

He said to him a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love

me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my
sheep.” 17 He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was
grieved because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” and he said to him,
“Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep.”
- John 21:15-17
Does it seem strange that Jesus asks the same question three times in a row? Do you think you
would be frustrated if someone asked you the same thing three times? Why do you think He did
this? Jesus asks Peter if he loved him. Of course, his answer was yes. In asking Peter to “tend to my
sheep,” Jesus told His disciple that He wanted him to take care of God’s people.
And why would He go through this question three times? Well, remember how many times Peter
had denied Jesus. Three times. In a way, this conversation made up for Peter’s earlier grievance. It
also established Peter’s role of working for Christ and for the church.
Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to dress yourself and walk
wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another
will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go.” 19 (This he said to show by
what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying this he said to him, “Follow
me.” - John 21:18-19
Jesus again invites Peter to follow Him. He is letting Peter know that He still wants him to be a
disciple and will use him to build the church. Peter gets another chance to put Jesus first. Earlier,
he had put his own security first, but now he will dedicate his life to God’s service. Jesus even
makes a prediction about how Peter will die. In fact, all of the twelve disciples except one (John)
were martyrs. That means they were killed for following Jesus. According to church tradition,
Peter was also crucified, but he requested to be hung upside-down because he didn’t consider
himself worthy to die in exactly the same way Jesus did. It might have been a little worrisome to
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Peter to hear Jesus tell him about his future death, but there was probably comfort in knowing that
his life and death would glorify God.
Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them, the one who also had
leaned back against him during the supper and had said, “Lord, who is it that is going to
betray you?” 21 When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about this man?” 22 Jesus
said to him, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow
me!”-John 21:20-22
God doesn’t usually let us in on everyone else’s business. Peter asked Jesus how John was going to
die, but Jesus insisted that was nothing Peter needed to know. Instead, He boldly commanded
Peter to follow Him. Of course, this became Peter’s top priority. We don’t know all of the details
about his life, but we know he was a key part of the church and helped to establish and grow the
first churches, spreading the word about Christ.
Our job is similar. When we put Jesus first, we recognize how special and important He is, and we
want to serve Him with all of who we are. When we do that, we glorify God and we have genuine
JOY!
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Small Group Discussion and Prayer
Suggestions (Pre-K through 2nd grade):
Suggested time: 10 minutes
*Note: some of these questions might work well woven into the storytelling time. Be aware of your
group and how easily distracted students might become!
After reviewing the story as a group, take some time to ask pointed questions that emphasize the
themes of the lesson and help students apply them to their lives. Younger students tend to think best
in literal terms, so keep questions simple and understandable, and come up with answers that
children can grasp and put into place. Here are a few ideas:
•

How do you think Peter felt when he heard the rooster crow? How would you feel?

•

Have you ever pretended not to know someone for some reason?

•

Have you ever had a fight with a friend? How did you patch things up?

•

What do you like to have for breakfast? Have you ever had fish for breakfast?

•

How do you show or tell someone that you love them?

•

How can we show we love Jesus?

•

Why does Jesus want us to love Him more than other things?

•

Do you pray every day?

Prayer: This could be an “echo prayer” in which the kids repeat a line at a time, or simply a prayer
given by the teacher/leader:
Dear God,
Thank You for loving us
And thank You for giving us Jesus.
You always forgive us when we make mistakes
And we know we can count on You for great things.
Help us to obey You.
Help us love You and others.
Thank You for Your wonderful promises.
In Jesus’ name, amen!
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Small Group Discussion and Prayer
Suggestions (3rd-5th grade):
Suggested time: 10 minutes
*Note: some of these questions might work well woven into the storytelling time. Be aware of your
group and how talkative or responsive they might be.
After reviewing the story as a group, take some time to ask pointed questions that emphasize the
themes of the lesson and help students apply them to their lives. Older students may be able to
grasp tougher concepts, but often benefit from simple questions as well. Center this discussion on
what it means to put Jesus first in our lives. Here are a few ideas to start the conversation:
•

What do you find yourself spending a lot of time doing each day?

•

What do you tend to think about the most? (Remind kids that we can fall into patterns of
“idol worship” when something other than God occupy too much of our thoughts.)

•

Why do you think Peter denied association with Jesus?

•

If you were in Peter’s shoes, do you think you would have admitted knowing Jesus?

•

Have you ever had a fight with a friend? How did you make things right again?

•

Why do you think Jesus asked Peter three times in a row if he loved Him?

•

If you could find out how you were going to die, would you want to know?

•

What did Jesus mean by asking Peter to “tend the sheep?” Is this something we do, too?

•

How can we demonstrate that we put God first? What are some ways we can do that?

Prayer: Close with a group prayer. If a student is willing to lead it, they certainly may. Or as a
teacher/leader you can pray a simple prayer:
Dear Lord,
Thank You for each child that is here today, and for all of Your children. Please help us and
forgive us when we stumble and make mistakes. Help us not to look just to our own
interests, but to put You first in our lives. Guide us to find ways in which we can do that.
Bless us and lead us through this week. Thank You for Your love and care. We love You,
God! Thank you for Jesus. In His name, amen.
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Hands-On Lesson Review:
Suggested time: 5-10 minutes
If you’d like to act out the story, you can use this script during the retelling or after. Use puppets if
you prefer, or simply have students act out the characters. Get everyone in on the action by having
younger or shyer students crow like a rooster and baa like sheep. Here are suggested scripts for
the stories of Peter’s denial and reinstatement.
Act One: Peter’s Denial of Jesus
Players needed: Peter, servant girl, servants and officers, rooster
Have Peter stand with the servants and officers , acting like they are warming themselves by a
fire.
Servant girl: Say, I just talked with that disciple that knew the high priest. Aren’t you also a
disciple? Don’t you know this Jesus guy?
Peter: No. I am not. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Leave me alone, I’m trying to get
warm and hear what’s going on inside.
Officer: (Walks up into the circle) Hey, why aren’t you with that Jesus dude? I remember seeing
you…you’re a disciple, right?
Peter: No! I am not! I’m not with him…I just came for the warm fire and to see what’s going on.
Officer or servant: Yeah, I know I saw you! Weren’t you in the garden with him? You’re the one
that cut off my cousin’s ear! Not sure what part of his body you were going for, but an ear doesn’t
do much damage. Clearly you’d make a terrible swordsman or soldier.
Peter: No! It - it must have been someone who looked like me. I am not that guy! I’m not his
disciple, I’m not his friend, I don’t even know—
Rooster: Crows loudly
Peter: Oh, no. (Starts to cry and exits scene)
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Act Two: Peter is Forgiven and Reinstated as Disciple of Jesus
Players: Peter, Jesus, John, other disciples (silent), optional sheep
Note: If you wish to extend the script, you may also act out the miraculous catch scene
immediately before. When they haul in a huge catch of fish, Peter realizes what’s going on and
swims out eagerly to meet the Christ. Jesus then prepares their breakfast.
Peter: Thank You for breakfast, Master. This fish is excellent!
Jesus: Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these other people and things around you?
Peter: Yes, Lord. Of course. You know that I love You.
Jesus: Then feed my lambs.
Sheep: Baaaaa…
Peter: Lambs? You want me to be a shepherd instead of a fisherman?
Jesus: Simon, son of John, do you love me?
Peter: Yes, Lord. I just said so. You know that I love you. You’re my best friend!
Jesus: Tend my sheep.
Sheep: Baaaa.
Peter: Oh…do You mean I’m supposed to take care of people? I should put the needs of others
before my own? Help people as You helped me?
Jesus: Yes. Simon, son of John, do you love me?
Peter: Come on, Lord, You know everything! You know that I love You! I really do! I’ll do
anything for You. I know I messed up, but that’s in the past. I love You and I want to serve You.
Jesus: Feed my sheep. Truly I say to you, when you were young, you dressed yourself and walked
wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands and another will
dress you and carry you where you don’t want to go. But follow me.
Peter: Wait…do You mean that following You is going to involve suffering? Are You saying I’m
going to die for You? Well, I am willing. But what about him? Is John going to die, too?
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Jesus: What happens to him is none of your business. Your job is to follow me. Love me, take care
of my people, and tell others who I am. I’ll be with you and help you, and you will do great things
to glorify God!
Peter: Okay, Lord. I will follow.
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Bonus Activity:
Suggested time: 10 minutes
If you have extra time, or as an alternative activity to a discussion or review game, consider doing
a simple craft with students. You may want to use another “love-themed” craft, as fits with the JOY
elements. Or, coinciding with the story of Peter the fisherman, you might employ a fishy craft,
such as:
•

“Fishing boat” and fish

•

“Fishers of men” rod

•

“Fishing net” paper bag “basket”

You can find a directions and video demonstration of these crafts at the following link:
https://ministry-to-children.com/crafts-on-fishers-of-men/
You might also create a lamb or sheep-related item, since Jesus invited Peter to “feed my
sheep/take care of my lambs.” This would be especially meaningful if the sheep feature hearts
attached!
For a snack, consider something fish-related, like goldfish crackers or gummi Swedish fish. You
could also prepare “ants on a log” (celery with peanut butter and raisins) with a cheese slice “sail”
to look like the boat that the disciples were in.
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A Note for Parents:
In today’s lesson on finding JOY in serving God, we discussed how important it is to put Jesus first
and foremost in all things. We talked about stories involving Peter, a broken promise, a rooster,
and a fishy breakfast. But we also brainstormed what it might mean to put God first in our lives. It
certainly is not easy. There are times when we want to “set faith aside” so to speak, or we want to
place emphasis on our own wishes and comforts. We might put God last on our priority list. For
kids especially, selfishness comes pretty naturally. We want to grow and instill habits in children
that will last a lifetime. If they can develop the consistent practice of turning to prayer first for
comfort and peace, it will go a long way in building true and lasting JOY.
As you go through the week, consider talking with children about practical ways that you can work
together to apply the lesson and put God first. Converse about things like:
•

What does it mean to put Jesus first in life? What does that look like on a practical, day-today level?

•

How can we demonstrate with our lives that we love God?

•

What do you spend the most time doing on a daily basis?

•

What do you normally do with free time? Could we change or adjust that to make it more
centered on Jesus?

•

Do you think we should spend more family time on devotions or prayer? When should we
make that happen?

•

What are some blessings and benefits that come from putting Jesus first?

Review and discuss the lesson with your children regularly. You might already have a daily
devotion time for the family. If so, great! If not, perhaps it is time to institute one. Or you can
simply find a normal lull in the day and plug in some of these topics…perhaps right before or after
dinner, or in the car if you spend time traveling to activities. Remember that training up a child is a
constant task, but when we put God first, it is a JOY-ful one! �
Here are some additional Bible passages you may wish to explore: Psalm 103:6-14 (The Lord does
not hold anger, but forgives us and shows compassion.)
Philippians 2:3-11 (Have the mindset of Christ, who did not act out of selfish ambition, but left His
godly throne behind to suffer and die for us.)

