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Everybody has a story—for good, for bad, your story is—well, it’s your story. You have to believe 

that somehow God uses your story for His glory.  I first was exposed to the ministry of Josh 

McDowell, who is the man in the video clip, in the mid 70’s.  Over the years I’ve read his books; 

I’ve heard him speak multiple times; he’s spoken to hundreds of thousands of people.  He went to 

the same seminary I went to; I’ve engaged him personally in conversations on multiple occasions 

but, until about two months ago, I never knew that part of his story.  I have to tell you, the first time 

I heard him say that he hated his father, “I just wanted to kill him,” it took me back a little bit.  Out 

of the same mouth where I had heard so much godly wisdom, those were difficult words to hear.  

Now if you pull those comments out of their context, we might be quick to pass judgment.  But 

when you hear more of the story and you have a context, then you kind of understand where he’s 

coming from.  I applaud him for his honesty, for his authenticity of saying in those very difficult 

days, that’s honestly what was in his heart.  I think that’s important to understand as we look at our 

psalm this morning—to understand the context in which he says some very difficult things.   

 

We started this journey fifteen years ago—ten psalms a summer.  This morning we finish the final 

psalm—all 150 psalms!  Now I made a comment early in the summer that some of these would be 

the psalms we’ve been putting off, all along praying for the Rapture. (laughter) And trust me, this 

week I’ve been praying hard for the Rapture.  But here we are—so we have to deal with it.  The 

very last verse of the very last psalm, after fifteen years, is Happy is the one who smashes the babies 

on the rock.  If you have a Bible, turn to Psalm 137 and see what we can do with that.   

 

Nobody knows the author of this psalm.  Clearly it was a worship leader, a musician.  We can 

pinpoint the date of the writing pretty closely.  It would have been right after the remnant of the 

Hebrew people were released from captivity in Babylon and were back in Jerusalem.  Jerusalem 

would have been just rubble.  The walls were torn down; the temple was torn down; the city was in 

ruins.  It would have been a very painful, difficult time.  Now off and on, especially through the 

summers and the psalms, we’ve made reference to the captivity.  Some people probably know what 

that means.  Other people probably don’t know what that means. So let me back up just a little bit 

and pick up the story.   

 

If we back it up to Israel’s first king, it would have been King Saul.  During King Saul’s reign, the 

nation experienced ups and downs, probably more downs than ups.  God finally removed him from 

power. He was followed by King David.  David would have been the greatest king in the history of 

the Hebrew people.  This was their greatest time when you are talking about peace, when you are 

talking about prosperity, when you’re talking about safety. Probably in every way, under the reign 

of David was the greatest time in the history of the Hebrew people.  David turned the kingdom over 

to his son Solomon.  Solomon started off very well but somewhere along the way lost his way and 

by the time Solomon ended his reign, the nation was very fragile.  Solomon’s son Rehoboam took 

the throne and Rehoboam made a disastrous decision that blew the kingdom apart.  And we would 

say literally, to this day, the kingdom has never come back together.  The kingdom divided between 

the North and the South. The North, from that point on in the Old Testament, is typically referred to 

as Israel and the South is typically referred to as Judah.  The North had a series of unrighteous 
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kings; the North never got their act together and, after two hundred fifty years, God sent the 

Assyrians to come in judgment to conquer them and haul them away.  And I think for the most part 

we can make the argument that they have never returned to the land.  The South had a series of 

righteous and unrighteous kings—really pretty significant ups and downs—but eventually more 

unrighteous kings drifted far from God.  They lasted one hundred fifty years longer than the North, 

but were conquered by the Babylonians who had since conquered the Assyrians.  The North was 

conquered in 722 BC; the South was conquered in 586 BC.  The South was then hauled into 

captivity.  The temple was destroyed; the walls were destroyed; the building was destroyed; the 

nation for all intents and purposes was completely wiped out.  The people were hauled back to 

Babylon and were in captivity for seventy years.  During that seventy years of captivity, the 

overwhelming majority of the Hebrew people assimilated into the Babylonian Empire.  Millions 

and millions assimilated into the empire.  There was a small remnant that remained faithful and, 

after seventy years, it was that remnant that was allowed to return to Jerusalem.  When the small 

remnant returned to Jerusalem, the temple, the walls, the city was in ruins and the possibility of 

rebuilding must have seemed almost impossible.  The writer of the psalm has been released from 

captivity, has come back with that remnant, is probably sitting in the midst of all this rubble when 

he writes this psalm.  So that’s the background. Verse 1: 

 

By the rivers of Babylon,  

There we sat down and wept,  

When we remembered Zion.   (*NASB, Psalm 137:1-2) 

 

By the rivers of Babylon he is probably referring to the canals.  The Babylonian Empire had a 

series of canals across the plains that they used for irrigating the crops and that’s probably what 

he references.  When he says...when we remembered Zion, basically what he’s doing is, in 

these opening verses, even though he is sitting in Jerusalem after the captivity, he’s 

remembering what it was like and mostly what it was like emotionally when they were in 

captivity.  So they sat by these canals and they remembered Zion.  Zion would be a reference to 

Jerusalem but it was much more than that.  What made Jerusalem, Jerusalem was, this was 

where God dwelt; this was where the temple was; this was where the inheritance was; this was 

where the feasts were; this was where the nation gathered; this was everything that represented 

God’s vision for the world.  The promise that God had made to Abraham ultimately would 

come through Jerusalem and ultimately a Messiah, and God would send a Savior and God’s 

vision for the world would ultimately prevail.  Jerusalem encapsulated all of that.  It’s really 

important, to understand this psalm, that this was not just someone longing for his hometown.  

This is someone who was longing for God’s vision for the world.  Everything they had ever 

believed as a people, every promise, everything that they ever thought would come to pass, 

God’s dream for them now seemed like it would never come to pass.  This was virtually the 

end of a dream.  And so when he says they remembered Zion that’s kind of the emotional 

situation there.  Verse 2: 

 

Upon the willows in the midst of it  

We hung our harps.  

For there our captors demanded of us songs,  

And our tormentors mirth, saying,  

“Sing us one of the songs of Zion.” (Vs. 2-3)  

 

When he’s talking about hanging the harps on the willow branches, I think that’s literal but I 

think there’s also kind of a metaphor meaning to that.  These were world-class musicians.  The 
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Hebrew people were known for their music and were world-class musicians.  The musicians 

are now in Babylon.  Everything about their music was about the worship of their God so 

they’re saying, “In a foreign land there’s no music; there’s no music to play.”  So they hung 

their harps on the willow tree as a way of saying, “The dream’s over; the music has ended; we 

will not play again.”   

 

What he says in Verse 3: Our captors demanded of us songs, and our tormenters...That 

word tormenters is an interesting Hebrew word.  This is the only place in the Old Testament it 

is used.  It’s a very strong word.  The Babylonians absolutely tormented these Hebrew 

musicians relentlessly.  As a matter of fact it says with mirth; it means with great delight, with 

great pleasure they mocked them by saying, “Hey, how about playing one of those worship 

songs of Zion for us again?”  You have to understand that one of the reasons why nations hated 

the Hebrew people is because they were so afraid of the God of the Hebrew people.  The stories 

of what this God had done filtered down through the years. They were very aware of these 

stories and they lived in fear of the God of the Hebrews and, because of that fear, they hated 

them; they hated everything about them.  The Hebrew people were monotheistic, meaning they 

believed in one God.  That’s one of the things that distinguished their belief system.  They 

believed that their God was the God of Gods, the Lord of Lords, the King of Kings.  He’s the 

Creator God, the all-powerful God; he’s the God who reigns and this is God’s vision for the 

world.  This is the God who defines right from wrong and good from evil.  That was the 

message of the Hebrew people and the surrounding nations hated it because it terrified them.  

 

So now here they are.  The city’s been destroyed; the temple’s been destroyed; the walls have 

been destroyed.  These people are now captured in Babylon.  The overwhelming majority has 

assimilated into the culture.  History would tell us that those Jews who had assimilated had a 

fairly decent life but there was a remnant that was unwilling to compromise. It was unwilling to 

let go of God’s vision for the world.  They were the holdouts and it must have just irritated the 

Babylonians day after day.  So they would torment these people; they would make their lives 

miserable.  It was bad enough that these musicians understood that they were in captivity 

because of their own sin.   

 

When you read through the Minor Prophets of the Old Testament, the overwhelming majority 

of them were sent to either the North or the South to say, “Hey, clean up your act or God’s 

going to deal with you.”  It was warning after warning after warning but they refused to listen 

until finally God sent the Babylonians to destroy them in order to discipline them.  So it was 

bad enough to be in captivity but to know it was your own fault; you had plenty of warning; 

you could have done something to prevent this.  But if that isn’t bad enough, you have these 

tormenters day after day after day, whose mission was to make life miserable.  That’s kind of 

the flavor of Verses 1 through 3.  Verse 4: 

 

How can we sing the LORD’s song …(Lord, capital L-O-R-D, Yahweh’s song; this is 

the God who made a covenant with us; He made a promise to us.)   

How can we sing His song in a foreign land?   

If I forget you, O Jerusalem,  

May my right hand forget her skill.   

May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth,  

If I do not remember you,  

If I do not exalt Jerusalem  

Above any chief joy.   (vs. 4-6) 
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Basically what they’re saying is, “How could they possibly just go on as if nothing’s 

happened?”  These were world-class musicians but they understood that they had been given 

this talent, this skill, this ability, in order to worship God.  I’m going to guess the Babylonians 

tempted them in many ways to play music for them.  “Use your talents and your skills for us.  

Entertain this pagan country.”  And that’s basically what they are saying.  “How could we 

possibly do that?”  And so the psalmist is saying, “If we do that, God, make my right hand so it 

can’t play the harp any more.  Make my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth. Take away all of 

my talent; don’t ever let me use it for anything other than the purpose for which it was 

intended.”  Again you have to understand the overwhelming majority—millions—had 

assimilated.  These were the holdouts, determined to hang on to God’s vision for the world.   

 

This psalm is a good reminder, since next week we start in on our Time, Talent and Treasure 

series—that every single person in this auditorium has been given significant talent from God.  

You’ve been given skills; you’ve been given opportunities.  I can guarantee you one hundred 

percent, without a moment of hesitation, that you have those talents; you have those skills and 

you have those opportunities—primarily to bring glory to God.  To use what you’ve been given 

for your own personal, selfish agenda must break the heart of God.   

 

What the psalmist is saying is, “If I ever do that, take away my talents; take away my skills; 

don’t let me do it.”  It’s again really important to understand this is Old Covenant theology.  

This is not New Covenant theology.  If you were here two weeks ago, we talked about the 

tabernacle and how different it was in the Old Covenant.  They understood that God dwelt in 

Jerusalem.  They understood that God was in the Holy of Holies.  Their promises, their vision 

for the world, was all wrapped up in that.  For them to be in a foreign country wasn’t just 

longing for my hometown.  It was to be away from the presence of God.  This isn’t Paul and 

Silas in the book of Acts, singing praise in a prison cell.  In New Covenant theology the Spirit 

of God is always with me.  So even if you throw me in a prison, God is there and I will sing 

praises to God.  That is not Old Covenant theology.  That’s not how they thought.  They can’t 

just go on into Babylon as if nothing has happened.  “God is in Jerusalem and we’re here and 

how can we go on and just assimilate and live our lives as if God never made us these 

promises.” So the psalmist is remembering, “This is what it was like when we were in 

captivity.  We were absolutely miserable.” Starting in Verse 7 I think the psalmist is now back. 

He’s in Jerusalem and, given his reminder of emotionally what it was like in Babylon, he offers 

this prayer to God.   

 

Remember, O Lord, against the songs of Edom  

The day of Jerusalem,  

Who said “Raze it, raze it,  

To its very foundation.” 
 

The first prayer is in relation to the Edomites.  If you know your Old Testament, the Edomites 

were one of the primary enemies of the Hebrew people.  It was a long running feud that went 

all the way back to Jacob and Esau.  Over and over and over again the Hebrew people were at 

war with the Edomites. As a matter of fact, if you read the minor prophet Obadiah, the entire 

book is dedicated to God’s  judgment and discipline of the Edomites for what they did to the 

Hebrew people.  The Edomites technically did not destroy Jerusalem; they did not tear down 

the walls; they did not tear down the temple.  What they did do was, they basically surrounded 

the Hebrew people so they could not escape.  So they, in a sense, were a human fence so the 

Babylonians could massacre them.  That was their part in the deal.   
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The text talks about the day of Jerusalem.  That’s the day the Babylonians destroyed the city 

and the Edomites were cheering them on saying, “Raze it to its very foundation.”  Raze it 

means destroy it; wipe it out.  The word foundation is an interesting word. It goes far beyond 

buildings. This isn’t just saying, “Knock down all the buildings”.  It’s a very comprehensive 

term.  We probably today would use the term worldview.  It represented everything that the 

Hebrew people believed.  Again understand that the Hebrew people believed that there is one 

God and only one God.  He’s the creator; He’s the sustainer of the universe; He’s our God and 

He defines right and wrong and good and evil and the surrounding nations knew the stories of 

this God.  They lived in terror and they hated the Hebrew people because of it.  So basically 

that represented a worldview that was directly opposed to their pagan ways.  Now, all of a 

sudden, they had a chance once and for all to eliminate what so terrified them.  “Wipe out the 

city; wipe out the walls; wipe out the temple; wipe out the people and we will be done with 

these people and their worldview once and for all.”  That’s the essence of the word foundation 

and that’s what was driving this behavior.  

 

In Verse 7 the psalmist is asking God to destroy the Edomites for what they have done to God’s 

vision.  I don’t think this is the psalmist being vindictive—it’s not a personal thing.  The 

psalmist is passionately jealous for God’s vision for the world and the Edomites and the 

Babylonians are determined to destroy that.  And so the psalmist wants them stopped because 

he is so jealous for God’s vision to prevail.  Starting in Verse 8 he turns to the Babylonians.  He 

says:  

 

O daughter of Babylon, you devastated one... 
 

I don’t know why the New American Standard translates that Hebrew word devastated one—it 

sounds like they are the victim.  If you look in your margin, most Bibles have the word 

devastator.  That’s the correct translation. In other words the Hebrew is saying the Babylonians 

are the ones who did the devastating.  They are the devastators. That’s the whole point here.   

 

How blessed....(Blessed” is the Hebrew word that means happy.  It’s the exact same    

word from Psalm 1:1.) 

 

...Happy will be the one who repays you  

With the recompense with which you have repaid us.   

How blessed (how happy) will be the one who seizes and dashes your little ones  

         (Infants and children)  

Against the rocks.”  (Vs.8b- 9) 

 

End of psalm...have a nice morning. (laughter) There it ends.   

 

What the psalmist is asking God is, “God, would you do to them what they did to us?  Would 

you destroy them as they destroyed us?”  Again picture this: he has lived through this pain.  

Now he is sitting in the rubble.  The idea that somehow there could be a nation again probably 

seemed almost impossible and, in the midst of this emotion and anger he is saying, “God, I’m 

asking You to do to them what they did to us.”  The idea of dashing the infants, the children, 

the babies on the rock—you have to go back and pick up somewhat of a context and 

understand in the ancient world it was not a soft, sanitized world like our world today.  It was 

very harsh; it was very violent; it was very bloody.  When nations wanted to completely 

eliminate another nation, what they would do is eliminate the women, the children, the infants, 
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in order to make sure that someday these children wouldn’t grow up and the nation would be 

reborn.  So it was a total wipeout.  And the way to do that was to obviously take these children 

and these infants and throw them on the rocks in order to execute them.  Because of that, over 

time that phrase came to represent the total destruction and wipeout of a nation.  Now clearly 

the imagery is very graphic; it’s very violent.  There’s no way to soften it down.   

 

So what do we do with this psalm?  First of all, is the psalmist—and God through the 

psalmist—advocating that we take babies and throw them against the rock?  And the answer is 

obviously, “No.”  No more than Josh McDowell is advocating that children kill their parents.  

You have to understand the context of what he was feeling.  Basically what is happening is the 

psalmist is emotionally dumping a load.  He is emotionally vomiting on God and he’s saying, 

“This is in my heart; this is what I want.”  That’s one of the characteristics of the psalms that 

we’ve seen all along—the psalms are a bunch of religious pretend.  The psalms get to the gut—

gets to the real stuff—and sometimes it’s really ugly. But it’s there and it gets vomited on God.  

The psalmist is jealous for God’s vision for the world and the Edomites and the Babylonians 

have sought to destroy that.  He wants them stopped and he wants them to pay!   

 

So what do we do with this psalm?  I think there are several ways we can process this psalm.  

First of all we have to process that the psalmist did not become a vigilante. He was not out 

killing Edomites; he was not out killing Babylonians. He was bringing it before God and 

dumping the load.  He was emotionally vomiting in the presence of God, saying, “This is 

what’s in my heart.”  But ultimately God would be responsible for justice.   

 

There are many of you here this morning who have been deeply, deeply wounded.  Deep inside 

of you there is a lot of pain and, as you allow that pain to remain, it turns to bitterness and 

bitterness starts to infect your soul and it starts to sabotage and destroy your relationships.  

You’ve allowed it there for weeks, months and years.  You put on your Christian face; you try 

to pretend that’s not true; you certainly don’t want God to know that, but the truth is: there’s 

something really ugly buried deep inside and it’s destroying your life.  The sobering reality is 

you get one shot at life.  Why would you choose to live it that way?  Week after week, month 

after month, year after year you are allowing these precious days to slip by while you nurse that 

bitterness that is infecting your soul.  Why would you do that?  You say, “What am I supposed 

to do?”  It starts by being honest, by being real, just like the psalms.  You can come into the 

presence of God and you can vomit the ugliness that is in you, in the presence of God.  He 

already knows it’s there.  Why are we pretending when God already knows what’s deep inside 

of you?   

 

But then—this is the hard part.  You have to then leave it with God and move on.  The only 

way you’ll do that is if you believe, at the end of the day, God sorts it out.  God is ultimately a 

God of justice; God is a God of judgment; God is a God who holds people accountable.  The 

New Testament says, “Love your enemy.  Do good to those who persecute you.  Turn the other 

cheek.”  You say, “How is that consistent with Psalm 137?”  Actually it’s very consistent.  The 

only way you will ever turn the other cheek, the only way you will ever love your enemy, the 

only way you will ever do good to those who deeply wound you is: if you believe, at the end of 

the day, God is a God of justice; God is a God of judgment; God is a God of accountability.  

One of the reasons we hang on to this stuff—it isn’t rational; it isn’t reasonable but it’s 

emotional and emotion is powerful—is we believe if  we let it go, they’re getting away with it.  

As long as I maintain the bitterness, as long as I hold onto the anger, somehow, someway that 

person will pay.  But that person has long since gone on with his or her life.  You are the one 
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who is paying the price.  The only way this is going to work is if you understand, at the end of 

the day, God will sort it out.   

 

We have a problem in our culture coming to grips with the fact that God is a God of judgment; 

He is a God of justice. We’ve convinced ourselves that God is only a God of love.  Some 

would suggest to you, that produces a more loving culture.  I would suggest to you that it is just 

the opposite.  If I do not believe that, at the end of the day, there is judgment; if I don’t believe 

that God sorts it out; if I don’t believe there is justice at the end of the day, that means that it’s 

my responsibility to make that person pay.  It’s an eye for an eye; it’s blood for blood.   If it’s 

up to me to make sure that you don’t get away with it, that creates a more violent culture.  One 

of the ways to process this is to understand in the twentieth century, there was more violence, 

more bloodshed, more killing and torture under the umbrella of atheism than in the previous 

nineteen centuries combined, in the name of religion.  The fact of the matter is when you take 

God out of the picture and there is no ultimate justice; there is no ultimate judgment; then it’s 

up to me, and the culture only gets more and more violent.   

 

Europe has become almost completely secular.  Rewind the news from this last week in Great 

Britain. If you want to know where secularism ultimately takes you, that’s a glimpse—and we 

are not far behind.  The fact of the matter is it’s only when you understand God is a God of 

justice, God is a God of judgment, God is a God that sorts it out, that I’m able to take it to Him, 

leave it with Him and to love my enemy, to do good to those who persecute me, to turn the 

other cheek, because, at the end of the day, God will sort it out—and I’m willing to trust Him 

with that.   

 

Finally what I see in this psalm is a psalmist who is so very passionate—passionately jealous 

for God’s vision for the world—so much so he was unwilling to just drift into the Babylonian 

culture, unwilling to compromise and fade away, so much so that he was willing to take his 

stand and now, back in the land of promise—in the midst of the rubble—he has this passionate 

jealousy for God’s vision to prevail.   

 

I found myself this week asking myself, “Do I have that same passionate jealousy for God’s 

vision to the world where I am so unwilling to give in; I’m so unwilling to give up; I’m so 

unwilling to give up and roll over and accept the world as it is?”  The world as it is isn’t right 

and God’s vision must prevail.  The problem in our culture is we have become consumers to 

the max.  Consumers are all about me—this is about me; this is about my happiness; this is 

about what affects me.  It makes us apathetical and it makes us indifferent and, frankly, it turns 

us into cowards.  We no longer have the backbone to say there is right and wrong and good and 

evil. We’ll just roll with it, while people’s lives are being destroyed all around us.  The fact of 

the matter is that I have to recapture God’s vision for the world and to understand this is the 

vision that is so right, it’s so noble; it’s so hopeful!  It is a vision that is so filled with hope that 

I would be willing to give up my own agenda; I’d be willing to lay down my own life.  There is 

something within me that is unwilling to compromise and just fade away into the culture—a 

vision that is so good I will take my stand.   

 

So how do we do that?  This is not a program.  We certainly can’t crawl into an ivory tower and 

throw stones at the world.  That isn’t going to affect anything. I believe with all my heart the 

solution is not political.  For thirty years the church has tried that.  It’s been a total failure.  The 

solution is not political!  The solution is for every single one of us to understand and embrace 

God’s vision for the world—a vision that is filled with compassion, a vision that is filled with 
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kindness and goodness and grace and mercy and generosity and hope and purpose, a vision that 

has the courage to say, “This is right and this is wrong because these behaviors are destructive,” 

the courage to say, “There is a vision of the world today that is destroying people’s lives.  God 

has a better way.”  As you go this week out into the school, as you go out into the marketplace, 

as you go into your neighborhood and your hobbies, and even into your family, it’s for each 

individual to re-engage God’s vision for the world in the most ordinary, everyday 

circumstances of life and say, “I am unwilling to settle; I’m not going to be apathetical; I’m not 

going to be indifferent; I’m not just going to assimilate and roll with this world.  I’m going to 

take my stand for that which is right.  I’m going to live out God’s vision filled with purpose and 

kindness and hope and grace and mercy and generosity and I’m going to let the world see that 

there is an alternative to this world that is destroying them.”  I guarantee that if we as a people 

of God do that—this world is so unbelievably messed up right now—I guarantee you that will 

be a powerful light in the darkness.    

 

 

 

 

 

Our Father, we are thankful that You love us and You’ve called us to a vision for this  

world that is so much more than what people are living.  God, I pray that You would  

make us as passionately jealous for your vision of the world that the psalmist has,   

that we would be unwilling to assimilate, unwilling to compromise and just blend into our 

culture, but that we would be willing to take our stand, to live out a vision for this world  

that would be so compelling that others would want to know what makes the difference.  

Lord, we pray this in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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