
LESSON 1 — THE PIT 

SCRIPTURE — GENESIS 37:2-12,18-27
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SLIDE #1 — THE PASSAGE
SLIDE #2 — VIDEO SERMON STARTER — JOSEPH
SLIDE #3 — 1619 LANDING

This is our history, as African Americans, and last year, 2019, marked the 400th year of our arrival 
on the shores of North America. We arrived at Point Comfort — more commonly know as Hamp-
ton, Virginia — a full year before the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620. And indeed, if we 
arrived before the pilgrims arrived then, Malcolm X was correct when he said, “We didn’t land on 
Plymouth Rock, Plymouth Rock Landed on us.” Why? Last year was the 400th commemoration 
of the official beginning of the trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. I say “official” because the first Europe-
ans to settle in what is now the continental U. S. were the Spanish who founded St. Augustine in 
what is now Florida in 1565, more than a half century earlier. Professor Michael Guasco, author 
of Slaves and Englishmen: Human Bondage in the Early Modern Atlantic World, explains: “People 
of African descent have been ‘here’ longer than the English colonies.” Why our history books don’t 
recognize the oldest continuously inhabited city in the Americas after San Juan, Puerto Rico is 
another story. From the moment we arrived in the Americas, and more specifically, the shores of 
North America, we have witnessed, first hand, the ascendancy of the wealthiest and most power-
ful nation the world has ever known. To say that African Americans have been foundational to the 
very existence, creation, and prosperity of the United States is a gross understatement.

SLIDE #4 —BUILDINGS BUILT BY ENSLAVED AFRICANS

We built Wall Street, and we were one of the first commodities sold on Wall Street. We built many 
of the Ivy League Schools, including Harvard, Georgetown, and Brown. We cannot leave out our 
role in building the White House and the Capitol building where atop its dome proudly stands a 
statue of a woman, adorned in what appears to be Native American garb. This bronze statue was 
cast by the hands of an enslaved man, Philip Reid. Yet somehow those who commissioned this 
statue felt that it was befitting to name it “Freedom.” However, there is an obscure building in our 
nations headquarters where we must focus our attention, and that is The National Archives. This 
building holds the original copies of the three main formative documents of the United States 
and its government: the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. 
These are displayed to the public in the main chamber of the National Archives, which is called 
the Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom. These Charters of Freedom are the three documents 
considered instrumental to the founding and philosophy of the United States. Yet, noticeably ab-
sent from the Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom is The Emancipation Proclamation. However 
interesting this obvious oversight may be, it is not the fragile documents housed on the inside of 
this building that I’m asking you to reflect on. It is the two marble statues that frame it’s entrance:

SLIDE #5 — PAST IS PROLOGUE, STUDY THE PAST

The one on the left is called “Future” and it reads, “The past is prologue.” The one on the right is 
called, “Study the Past.” If I were to translate these into scripture it would mean, “There is nothing 
new under the sun,” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). We will heed these words of wisdom as we examine Scrip-
ture over these next few weeks to recognize and explore Black History Month.

SLIDE #6 — SCRIPTURE
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“Only take heed to thyself, and keep thy soul diligently, lest thou forget the things which thine eyes 
have seen, and lest they depart from thy heart all the days of thy life: but teach them thy sons, 
and thy sons’ sons.” -Deuteronomy 4:9 (KJV) (For further reference please read the NIV version).

Have many of us forgotten who we are in the United States of Amnesia? Have we neglected or 
are we ill equipped to teach the next generation that, “what does not kill you, only makes you 
stronger”? We will study our past history—a history of oppression and triumph—in order to more 
effectively focus our trajectory as a people for the future.

SLIDE #7 — THE PASSAGE

As we journey together closely over these next few weeks, we will see the significance of our 
immediate past and what the future may hold for us by studying the life of one young man who 
lived thousands of years ago and who, in his single lifetime, lived a life that mirrors our centuries 
old journey as Africans in America. He was betrayed by his brothers, sold into slavery, unjustly 
imprisoned, and yet in his time, Joseph rose to became the most powerful man in the world who 
saved the lives of countless millions. Let us turn to Scripture.

SLIDE #8 — SCRIPTURE

MESSAGE POINTS
1. PROPHECY — EVERY PROMISE PRECEDED BY
Genesis 37:5-7 (KJV) And Joseph dreamed a dream, and he told it his brethren: and they hated 
him yet the more.6 And he said unto them, Hear, I pray you, this dream which I have dreamed:7 
For, behold, we were binding sheaves in the field, and, lo, my sheaf arose, and also stood upright; 
and, behold, your sheaves stood round about, and made obeisance to my sheaf. (For further 
reference please read the NKJV). 

God always keeps His promises, though we may not keep ours. His promises are not limited by 
time or space — no matter how long it takes and no matter where we are in life. If God has prom-
ised us, then obedience is ours to do. The results of how His promises manifest are up to him.

SLIDE #9 — SCRIPTURE

2. PERIL — THE PERIL OF FAMILY POLITICS
Genesis 37:2, 3, 4, 8 (KJV) These are the generations of Jacob. Joseph, being seventeen years 
old, was feeding the flock with his brethren; and the lad was with the sons of Bilhah, and with 
the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives: and Joseph brought unto his father their evil report. 3 
Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his children, because he was the son of his old age: and 
he made him a coat of many colours. 4 And when his brethren saw that their father loved him 
more than all his brethren, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably unto him… 8 And his 
brethren said to him, Shalt thou indeed reign over us? or shalt thou indeed have dominion over 
us? And they hated him yet the more for his dreams, and for his words. (For further reference 
please read the NIV).
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Peril is often found in proximity to the people with whom we live — family. Joseph had 10 older 
half-brothers and he grew up in the middle of complicated family politics. His peril involved fam-
ily, his faithfulness, and favor.

•	 Family — Families have favorites. We shouldn’t, but we do. Joseph was Jacobs’ favorite 
while finding his other sons to be untrustworthy. As a result, Joseph was groomed for lead-
ership ahead of his 10 older brothers, which caused great animosity.

•	 Faithfulness — There are children, or family members, who prove to be more trustworthy 
than others. Jacob trusted Joseph to carry out his orders and report the truth. When we 
are faithful and excellent at what we do (excellence is not a gift given, but a skill perfected), 
favor isn’t the only thing attracted to us. Faithfulness can often attract the jealousy and 
wrath of others.

•	 Favor — Favor ain’t always fair. Sometimes we need to limit those with whom we share 
what God has told us. Be humble and don’t flaunt your position.

SLIDE #10 — SCRIPTURE

FAMILY
These are the generations of Jacob. Joseph, being seventeen years old, was feeding the flock with 
his brethren; and the lad was with the sons of Bilhah, and with the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives. 
- Genesis 37:2 (KJV)

JOSEPH
The family dynamic was as such:

1. Joseph was his father’s favorite
2. Joseph was the most trusted
3. Joseph was in line to become the head of the family

WEST AFRICA

SLIDE #11 — AFRICAN EMPIRES

Asante, Songhai, Mali, Benin, Dahome, Oyo, Wolof, Fulani, Mandinka, Igbo, Hausa, Yoruba — These 
were the dominant tribes that were not only at war with one another; they were also the countries 
from which the majority of enslaved Africans originated.

SLIDE #12 — SCRIPTURE

FAITHFULNESS
Genesis 37:2, 12-14 (KJV) . . . Joseph, being seventeen years old, was feeding the flock with his 
brethren; and the lad was with the sons of Bilhah, and with the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives: 
and Joseph brought unto his father their evil report. 12 And his brethren went to feed their fa-
ther’s flock in Shechem.13 And Israel said unto Joseph, Do not thy brethren feed the flock in 
Shechem? come, and I will send thee unto them. And he said to him, Here am I. 14 And he said to 
him, Go, I pray thee, see whether it be well with thy brethren, and well with the flocks; and bring 



© 2020 UMI (Urban Ministries, Inc.) 5

me word again. So he sent him out of the vale of Hebron, and he came to Shechem. (For further 
reference please read the NIV version).
JOSEPH’S BROTHERS — There are a few reasons why Jacob was concerned enough to send his 
younger son to “check on” his older brothers. Joseph’s brothers had some issues as a group of 
unruly men. 

1.	 They were in Shechem, where Simeon and Levi had murdered an entire village to avenge 
the rape of their sister, Dinah, Gen. 34:1-31. It would be easy to assume there was hostility 
in that region and Jacob legitimately feared for their safety. They were living in the middle 
of a “turf war.”

2.	 His sons were proven to be untrustworthy. Joseph had previously given his father an “evil 
report” regarding his brothers’ behavior while they were on shepherd duty. This may have 
been the seed where bitterness was planted in their hearts. Their reputation was an accu-
mulation of sinful deeds:
•	 murder, Genesis 34:25;
•	 incest, Genesis 35:33;
•	 hatred, Genesis 37:4;
•	 envy, Genesis 37:11;
•	 enslaving their brother, Genesis 37:38;
•	 lying, Genesis 37:31-33; and
•	 immorality, Genesis 38:12-18.

JOSEPH — Wondering what evil his sons were up to, Jacob sent Joseph to “check on” their wel-
fare because Joseph could be trusted to do and say the right thing. Some authors accuse Joseph 
of being a “snitch.” Joseph brought about the hatred of his brothers because his dreams made 
them envious or perceived him as acting like he was “better than them.”

3.	 In reality, Joseph didn’t report unsolicited information about his siblings. He acted out of 
respect and obedience to his father by delivering an accurate but “evil report” concerning 
his brothers.

4.	 In addition, Jacob had a responsibility to maintain his familie's good name. Whatever his 
brothers were doing, it involved the flocks of Jacob and was a reflection of his family rep-
utation in the area.

5.	 Many people will be willing to do the wrong thing, especially if it makes life easier. It would 
have been much easier for Joseph to “cover” for his brothers and easier still to join them 
in their sin. Like Joseph we should always do the right thing in spite of the personal cost.

6.	 Integrity and a desire to do the right thing at all times marked the life of Joseph. Likewise, 
every one of our lives should be marked by integrity. The God we serve is a holy God, and 
He expects His people to be a holy people (1 Pet. 1:16; 2 Cor. 6:17).

SLIDE #13 — KENTE CLOTH

FAVOR
Genesis 37:3-4,8 (KJV) Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his children, because he was the 
son of his old age: and he made him a coat of many colours. 4 And when his brethren saw that 
their father loved him more than all his brethren, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably 
unto him. . . 8 And his brethren said to him, Shalt thou indeed reign over us? or shalt thou indeed 
have dominion over us? And they hated him yet the more for his dreams, and for his words. (For 
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further reference please read the NKJV)

JOSEPH’S ROBE — The coat of many colors, Genesis 37:23, represented Joseph’s place in the fam-
ily; it was a status symbol. It told everyone that he was his father’s favorite son and that he was to 
be the head of the family. That one of the youngest sons wore the robe caused animosity among 
his brothers.

7.	 Ruben, son of Leah, was disqualified for sleeping with his father’s concubine.
8.	 The sons of his other two concubines, Bilhah and Zilpah, were not legitimate heirs.
9.	 Therefore, Joseph, the firstborn son of Rachel, was in line to be the head of the family.

THE KENTE ROBE — Kente cloth, from the Asante Kingdom, is known as, “the cloth of kings.” It would 
be an African equivalent of Joseph’s richly ornamented robe, a symbol of prestige and supremacy.

SLIDE #14 — ELMINA CASTLE

3. THE PIT — CONFLICT TURNS INTO CAPTIVITY
Genesis 37:18-20 (KJV) And when they saw him afar off, even before he came near unto them, 
they conspired against him to slay him.19 And they said one to another, Behold, this dreamer 
cometh.20 Come now therefore, and let us slay him, and cast him into some pit, and we will 
say, Some evil beast hath devoured him: and we shall see what will become of his dreams.” (For 
further reference please read the NKJV)

CONFLICT TURNS INTO CAPTIVITY
•	 Josephs’ pit, or in our case the slave castle, was the first “pit stop” for Joseph en route to 

the palace.
•	 Joseph’s position, contested by his brothers, was much like the dominance over West Af-

rican territory contested by surrounding nations. Internal conflict destroyed the unity of 
these families and tribes, who saw each other as rivals instead of allies. This led to hostility 
and ultimately to slavery.

•	 When we fail to unite, we invite foreign invasion.

SLIDE #15 

THE PIT — SNITCHES GET STITCHES  
		      OR WORSE - SHACKLED and SOLD.

•	 Joseph’s fate was decided by his own brothers who overpowered him and threw him into 
a dark pit until traders from Arabia came and purchased him to take as merchandise to be 
sold across the desert sea to Egypt the most powerful Empire in the world. Believing he 
would never see his family and home again, Joseph became a slave.

•	 Africans were thrown into their own type of pit. Slave castles that have dotted the West Af-
rican coast for centuries are where men, women, and children were kept in dungeons. We 
don’t know how long Joseph had to wait, but we do know that our ancestors waited from 
three months to a year before European traders negotiated a sale price and transported 
millions across the ocean to build European Empires. Once they passed through the “door 
of no return,” they would never see their families or homes again. The Slave Castles, or the 
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pit, are but the first of three prisons (slavery and imprisonment).

SLIDE #16 — DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY: DUM DIVERSUS

THE SELLOUTS AMONG US
There is always a “sellout” or a Judas among most any group, someone who selfishly puts their 
needs ahead of the safety, welfare, and even humanity of others.

1.	 The Catholic Church
2.	 Papal Bulls gave license to sin, and;
3.	 Churches in every slave castle blessed each voyage.

SLIDE #17 — CAPTIVE AFRICANS

Who are the sellouts in our world today? Who is selling out their own brothers?
Drug dealers sell drugs to children in their own communities;
Entertainers portray the most degrading characters for money while distorting reality;
Christians who gratify the flesh, much like Esau who sold his own birthright.

SLIDE #18 — SLAVE CASTLES

SAVED BY GREED
Joseph’s brothers opted to sell their younger brother, instead of murdering him, leaving his fate in 
the hands of the slave traders. This greed is what ultimately saved not only Joseph, but also the 
brothers themselves.

•	 Enslaving enemy combatants from rival villages was widespread throughout Western and 
West Central Africa. Selling captive POW’s was a more profitable alternative, rather than 
executing rival tribes, for many African kings and tribal leaders. Therefore, like Joseph, Af-
rican Americans were “saved” by their brother’s greed.

•	 Millions of Africans were marched up to a 1,000 miles to slave castle ports, where most 
deaths occurred during the march from the interior.

•	 Men and women were kept in separate dungeons for weeks, sometimes up to a year, be-
fore being forced onto ships through the Door of No Return.

•	 Turmoil and war between brothers over dominance, whether in the family of Abraham or in 
Africa, escalated into decisions that would change the course of biblical and world history.

CONCLUSION
Over the next several weeks, we will explore our history here as Africans in America, but we will 
examine it in light of a person whose life’s story parallels, if not prophecies, our plight as a people 
over these past 400 years. Joseph, from the book of Genesis, had a dream from God, but all of us 
know that every promise from God comes with numerous trials. His path to the promise again in-
cluded betrayal, slavery and incarceration, on his way to ultimately the palace where God placed 
him in order to provide provision to the known world. Sometimes history repeats itself and some-
times it rhymes but unlike Joseph, we don’t know what God has prophetically for us as a people. 
From what we’ve endured over the past 400 years it must be something amazing because the 
devil only hits the hardest those who are the greatest threat to him. Nobody would double or 
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triple team Stephen Curry, La Bron James, or Michael Jordan if they didn’t pose a threat. African 
Americans are a testament to the saying, "what doesn’t kill you, only makes you stronger.” By the 
end of this month you will see that we as a people were:

SLIDE #19 — TRANS-ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE

Africans were:
•	 Kidnapped and trafficked in the largest forced migration in the history of mankind;
•	 Enslaved in the most barbaric slave system the planet has ever known;
•	 Housed for centuries in forced labor camps called plantations, sharecropping systems, 

chain gangs, and the prison industrial complex;
•	 Forced labor that built on their backs the economic foundations of the most powerful and 

wealthiest nation the world has ever seen. 

We should be extinct — but for God. People often say that light can be found in the future by re-
membering the past, but our past has been especially dark. These memories — betrayal, oppres-
sion, rape, slavery, the list goes on — can make you angry, overwhelmed with grief, or paralyzed 
with hopelessness and depression. We can carry feelings inside as a result of things we have 
done, personally done to us, or that have happened to us for reasons unknown. Internalizing these, 
and other feelings of anguish, we are encouraged as people of God to wrestle with scripture as it 
cuts against the grain of our souls in some of the most personal and private ways. But as painful 
as it is wrestling with scripture, it is especially hard to wrestle with the pain of our shared history 
as Black people in this country. Often, these unresolved feelings are rooted in generations of 
history we’ve never fully addressed or talked about but can be conjured up, every time we turn on 
the news. All of us have asked at some point in time, whether out loud or in private, “Why?” “Why 
God?” “What was that all about?” “How long does the moral arc of the universe bend before we 
see justice?” “How can anything good come from the evil we have endured?”  Well ... you’re sitting 
here, aren’t you? It took 400 years to make you, no us, and HIStory is still not finished!

SLIDE #20 — THE HERITAGE OF THE PAST IS THE SEED THAT BRINGS 
FORTH THE HARVEST OF THE FUTURE

May this house of worship be a safe place for us to learn, grieve, and engage, these next few 
weeks— both personally and corporately. In order for us to advance forward as a people, we must 
reflect upon the past as painful as it is, honestly evaluate our present condition, and embrace 
the destiny that God has prepared for us. We must either choose to remain chained to one of the 
darkest histories yielding no hope, apart from Christ who redeems all things, or we can embrace 
the pain of the past to propel us as God’s people to become His corporate Joseph in the world 
today because our history is HIS story.

CLOSE
Allow for a time of repentance and the releasing of shame, hatred, bitterness, or any unforgive-
ness. End in prayer to embrace Jesus Christ, who makes all things new.

SLIDE #21 — SCRIPTURE



© 2020 UMI (Urban Ministries, Inc.) 9

Psalm 105:17 (KJV) “He sent a man before them, even Joseph, who was sold for a servant…” 
(For further reference please read the NIV).

SLIDE #22 — OUR HISTORY IS HISstory


