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   African American Church History: Course Curriculum  
 
Course Introduction  
 
 Unapologetically Christian and Unashamedly Black!!! These words are etched in the walls of one 
of the most prominent African American churches in our nation’s history. This phrase highlights the 
intersection of deep Biblical convictions that are rooted in an uncompromising faith in Jesus Christ, and 
the acknowledgement of the beauty of an ethnic identity that God has bestowed upon those who are of 
African descent. There are a number of cultural and historical factors that have contributed to a 
miseducation, as pertains to Christianity and its role in the Blacked lived experience throughout history. 
This has created a sense of urgency to educate and inspire Black Christians and people everywhere by 
providing them with a body of information that is both theologically sound and historically accurate.  
  
 As we enter Black History Month, we found it most appropriate to highlight one of the most 
understudied facets of church history, The Black Church in America. Characterized by its African roots 
and American fruit, The Black Church in America is historically this country's clearest picture of what it 
looks like to Worship God and serve its people, while being forced to live on the margins of society. 
During this six-week course we plan to provide an in-depth look at the History of the Black Church by 
taking you on a journey that begins with the Scriptures and brings us to our present-day reality.  
  
 During the next six weeks of this course we are going to examine the following key areas of African 
American Church History:  
 

I. Black Presence in the Bible   Week 1  

II. Early African Christianity   Week 2 

III. The Invisible Institution    Week 3 

IV. The Black Church in America   Week 4 

V. Jesus & Justice     Week 5 

VI. Black Preaching, Gospel Music, & Relevance  Week 6  

 

Course Objectives:  

1.  To Gain a clear understanding of the presence of Black People throughout Biblical History. 
 

2.  To develop an apologetic for the faith that refutes the false notion that Christianity among Black 
people is a result of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade. Christianity is not a "White Man's Religion". 
 

3. To understand the critical role that Africa and people of African descent have played in the 
formulation of Christian culture throughout History  
 

4. To celebrate the faithfulness of God toward Black people through the ages. 
 

5. To give Black people a divinely oriented since of pride in their ethnic identity, while educating non-
black people of the many contributions Black people have made throughout Christian History.  
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    Black Presence in the Bible: Class I 

 
If we are ignorant of our history and its heritage we will walk blindly into the future- Rev. Walter Author 
McCray  
 
 It is important historically to begin with the Bible, because the Bible is the account of God's 
action in the world throughout human history.  The Scriptures are recorded history from God's 
perspective, and it is reliable history! As the first class of this African American Church History course, 
we must begin at the same place that Black History begins. Black History begins in the Scriptures, and in 
order for us to understand all of Black History we must become acquainted with Biblical History. 
Understanding the presence of Black people in the Bible should nurture among Black people a deeper 
affection for the Scriptures and the things of God. Many Black people have rejected the Bible and 
Christianity because they do not understand that it speaks responsibly and nobly about us and to our 
lived experience.  

  
I. The Book of Genesis  

 
 Moses is the author of the book of Genesis, and received this revelation from God Himself at 
Mt. Sinai around 1446 B.C. Moses wrote back to the children of Israel in order to explain their history 
back to them and to demonstrate God's faithfulness to them through the years. With this account of 
their history, Moses would encourage the Children of Israel to trust and obey God.  
 
Moses was intentional as he wrote back to the children of Israel because they were enslaved in Israel for 
430 Years (Ex. 12:40-41). During their enslavement, Israel was stripped of their heritage, history, and 
identity. God used Moses in the writing of Genesis to re-orient Israel. 
 

a. "These are the Generations (tol'edot) of " Formula in the book Genesis 
 
There is a unique unity that exist within the book of Genesis, as Moses traces their genealogy back to 
creation. That formula is made evident by the repeated phrase "These are the Generations of". This 
phrase occurs 11 times in the book of Genesis, and each time it provides us with a distinct genealogy. 

 
2:4 "the heavens and the earth" 
5:1 "Adam" 
6:9 "Noah" 
10:1 "Shem, Ham, and Japheth, the sons of Noah" 
11:10 "Shem" 
11:27 "Terah" 
25:12 "Ishmael, Abraham's son, whom Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah's maid, bore 

to Abraham" 
25:19 "Isaac, Abraham's son" 
36:1 "Esau (that is, Edom)" 
36:9 "Esau the father of the Edomites in the hill country of Seir" 
37:2 "Jacob" 
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b. Noah and the Table of Nations 

The Table of Nations-  is the list of descendants of Noah’s sons that explain the origin of the nations and 
peoples of the known world. This list of Noah’s descendants is found in Genesis 10:1-32 
 

Japheth and His descendants  Genesis 10:2-5 
Ham and His descendants  Genesis 10:6-20 
Shem and His descendants  Genesis 10:21-32 

 
The “Table of Nations” is critical for three primary reasons: 

1) A new chapter begins in biblical history at this point; humanity has a new beginning through 
Noah and his three sons 

2) The account highlights the ethnic makeup of the ancient world, listing some 70 different ethnic 
groups that formed the basis of the known world. 

3) Underlines the fact that the Bible is based on historical events 
 

II. Identifying Black People in the Bible 
 

a. Names 

 Names are filled with meaning, and that meaning often points to a person’s national, 
racial/ethnic origin. There were 3 types of names that help identify black people in the Bible: Personal 
Names, People names, Place names 
 
Personal names: 

• Ham- "Heat", "Hot", or "Black"  
• Kedar- "very black" (Gen. 25:13, 1 Ch. 1:29) 
• Phinehas- "The Dark Skinned one" (Ex. 6:25) 

 
People Names (Qualifying Adjective): 

• Cushite Woman (Numbers 12:1) 
• Simeon who was called Niger (Acts 13:1) 
• I am black but lovely, O daughters of Jerusalem, Like the tents of Kedar, Like the curtains of 

Solomon. “Do not stare at me because I am dark, For the sun has burned me. - Song of Songs 
1:5-6 

Place Names: 
• Cush- "Black" 
• Ethiopia- "Burnt Face" 
• Taphanhes- "Place of Negro" (Jeremiah 43:7) 

 
b. Ancestors / Family Trees 

 
The next useful way of identifying black people in the Scriptures is through their ancestral line. There are 
a number of Black Family trees in the Bible studying them is most enlightening and insightful. I have 
listed a few OT Examples below: 

• Family Tree of Ham (Gen. 10:6-20) 
• Ephraim and Manasseh (Num. 26:28-37) 
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• King Hezekiah, the Great Grandfather of Cushi, Zephaniah's father (Zeph. 1:1, 2 Kings 18:1, 
20:21, 21:1) 

• Judah through Tamar (1 Chron. 2:3, 4-5) 
• David through Solomon (2 Sam. 12:24, 2 Chron. 3:5, 1 Kings 14:21, 31) 

 
c. Extra Biblical Information 

The third avenue of identifying the Black presence in the Bible is through extra Biblical references. These 
references include the works of first century historians, archeological discoveries, and Geographical 
history. 
 

III. Sons of Ham  
 Ham is the middle child of Noah's three sons, Shem, Ham, Japheth. Ham was the only Son of 
Noah after whom a country/ nation was named. Ham is the progenitor of Black People and when we 
examine his offspring we will begin to see the clear linage of Black people throughout the Bible. Noah's 
son Ham had four sons: 

• Cush- Cush is the progenitor of the Ethiopian people. In the Scriptures Cush and Ethiopia 
are used interchangeably. 
 

• Mizraim (Egypt)- Mizraim is the progenitor of the Egyptian people. Egypt is located in 
Northern Africa and is known Biblically and historically as a great Black nation. Egypt 
was one of the most advanced ancient civilizations. Egypt played its most important role 
in its connection with Israel throughout the Scriptures. 
 

• Put- Put was the progenitor of Libya whose inhabitants were called "Putites". Put was 
the only one of Ham's sons that does not have his descendants named in the table of 
Nations. 
 

• Canaan- Canaan was the progenitor of the Canaanites, one of the most problematic foes 
of God's chosen people, the Israelites. Canaanites occupied the land of Canaan which 
was the promised land that would be inhabited by the Israelites. 

 
IV. Notable Black People in the Bible  

 
• Nimrod- This powerful Old Testament figure was the only person in the table of nations to 

have a significant descriptor. This "Mighty Warrior" was a descendant of Cush who ruled in 
the land of Shinar. Nimrod would become the Father of the two greatest empires in the 
Bible, Assyria and Babylonia. He was the first leader of a great world civilization. Nimrod's 
presence and accomplishments confirm the unique and early leadership role that Black 
people played in World History. (Gen.10:8-12) 

  
• Jethro- Moses Father- in- law, from whom Moses received the best single piece of advice 

regarding leadership, organization, ministry, and political strategy was a Kenite. Kenites 
were a part of the Canaanite tribes who descended from Ham. At that time Kenites settled 
in the land of Midian. Jethro was the "priest of Midian". He was a priest before the Aaronic 
priesthood was established, instead Jethro was a priest that belonged to the Priesthood of 
Melchizedeck.  
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• Zipporah-  Zipporah was Moses' wife and the daughter of Jethro. She was of African descent 
and is referred to in the Scriptures as a "Cushite Woman", by Aaron and Miriam as they 
criticized Moses leadership.  

  
• Caleb- Caleb was the son of Jephunneh the Kennizzite, the Kennizzites were a part of the 

Canaanite tribes and a descendent of Ham. Caleb also came from the tribe of Judah. Judah 
the progenitor of the tribe, fathered twin sons by Tamar, a Hamitic woman (Gen. 38). Caleb 
joined Joshua as one of the two spies who went to explore Canaan and brought back a 
positive report to enter the land and take possession of it, as God declared!  
  

• David- David was the greatest King in Israel's history and was considered to a man after 
God's own heart! David's name is mentioned more 1000 times in the Bible. David's Great 
Grandmother was a Canaanite woman, who was mentioned in the Hall of Faith (Heb. 11:31). 
David's Grandmother, Ruth, was a Moabite from a people who were Canaanites as well. 
David, one of the heroes of the faith, hailed from mixed Jewish and Hamitic ancestry and 
stands as a leader of whom Blacks can be proud of. 

  
• Solomon-   Solomon was David's son with Bathsheba, a Hamitic woman. Bathsheba, literally 

means the daughter of Sheba. The Table of Nations identifies Sheba in the line of Ham, 
making Sheba from an African nation (Gen. 10:7). The Song of Solomon describes Solomon 
as being "Handsome and tanned, better than ten thousand others! His head is fine as gold 
and his wavy locks are as black as ravens" (Song of Songs 5:10-11 NLT). Solomon was not 
only the wisest man who ever lived, but he also brought the greatest extension of Israel's 
reach as a kingdom (1 Kings 3:3-14) 

  
• Zephaniah- The Old Testament Prophet Zephaniah was of Hamitic origin. He was from the 

linage of Cush and he prophesied God's judgement on Judah and her enemies for their 
rebellion against God and their gross idolatry; yet he proclaimed that the grace of God 
would save a remnant and restore blessing to the people.  (Zeph. 1:1) 

  
• Simon of Cyrene - Simon of Cyrene, who helped Jesus Christ carry His cross, was of African 

descent. This we know because Cyrene is a country in North Africa (Matt. 27:32) 
  
• Simeon and Lucius- in the book of Acts, the Church at Antioch had two black leaders. Their 

names were Simeon, who as called Niger and Lucius who was from Cyrene. These two black 
men assisted in the ordination and the commissioning of the Apostle Paul. (Acts 13:1-3). 
This verifies that black people were not only leaders in the culture of the New Testament 
era, but they were also leaders in the church. Simeon and Lucius were leaders in the church 
not slaves! 
 

• The Linage of Christ - The Linage of Christ is at the heart of the Christian faith. Of the Five 
women that are mentioned in Matthews Genealogy, 4 of them are of Hamitic decent. 
Tamar, Rahab, Bathsheba, and Ruth. Jesus had distinct Jewish heritage and was a person of 
mixed ancestry.  The fact that Jesus had black in His blood, should destroy the perception of 
Black inferiority. In Christ we have the perfect man and the sinless Savior! This knowledge 
frees Blacks from any inferiority complex and at the same time it releases Whites from a 
superiority myth.  
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• The Day of Pentecost - The first African Converts to Christianity were present on the Day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2:10).  The Black groups that were represented at the day of Pentecost is 
the Elamites , The Egyptians, The Libyans belonging to Cyrene. (Acts 2:7-11)  

  
• Ethiopian Eunuch- The Ethiopian Eunuch was responsible for the establishment and 

expansion of the Coptic Church in Africa. This exchange in Acts 8:26-40, reveals the high 
degree of organizational and administrative responsibility that existed within the upper 
echelon of Ethiopia. The Bible describes him as Eunuch of great authority that reported 
directly to the Queen of Ethiopia, Candace. This expansion of the Gospel to Ethiop is the 
fulfillment of the promise that God made through the prophet Zephaniah. "  
For then I will restore to the peoples pure lips, So that all of them may call on the name of 
the Lord, To serve Him shoulder to shoulder. From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia My 
worshipers, My dispersed ones, Will bring My offerings (Zephaniah 3:9-10) 

 
 


