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From the time we are young, we quickly learn that there are rules to any game, and to call out when we 
saw cheating or when a situation seemed ‘unfair’. As adults, we may become blind to the injustices that 
are rendered on individuals or particular groups of people, that we don’t have regular contact with. 
However, when we personally experience injustice, and when that injustice cannot be quickly remediated, 
it can take a toll on our health and wellbeing.1 For the people of Judah, who saw Jerusalem taken and the 
temple destroyed by the Babylonians in 597BC, there would be a 70 year wait, to not only see Babylon 
defeated by the Persians, but also for there to be an edict given, for them to return to – and rebuild – 
Judah. There would be a whole generation that would die in Babylon, waiting for God to act.   
GETTING STARTED: There is a comment – that the church is always only one generation away from 
extinction. For ‘Generation Exile’, these Jews had to make an intentional decision – about whether to trust 
God in that situation – and to hang onto faith for the ‘long haul’ – or to capitulate to the taunts of their 
captors, and to concede that their ‘god’ had ‘failed’ them. How do you think you would respond, if you were 
a Jew in exile, having witnessed brutal remorseless violence against innocent civilians, including children, 
and having to reconcile that with what you had been taught about God being faithful, merciful and 
compassionate? 
 

READ: PSALM 137   

 What did you notice/ what did you hear / what things stood out, as you just read the passage?  
 

 What things did you take away from Phil’s sermon this week? 
 

 One of the comments that Phil made, was that the verses in this Psalm are some of the hardest in 
Scripture. However, he also noted that these verses hint at the ‘lived reality’ of these people – 
which gives context as to why this lament is so ‘raw’. In Jer 51, we get a glimpse of the judgement 
that would ultimately fall come on Babylon, But we also see two impacts of the Babylonian victory, 
on the people of God. Firstly, they were physically impacted by the brutal violence and bloodshed. 
Secondly, they experienced a strong sense of shame, in that the temple has been violated by 
pagans and that the omnipotence of Yahweh has been mocked by their captors, because the 
Babylonians viewed their military victory, as their ‘gods’ having defeated the ‘god’ of Jerusalem.   
“King Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon has devoured me. he has crushed me; he has made me an 
empty vessel, he has swallowed me like a monster; he has filled his belly with my delicacies, he 
has spewed me out. 35 May my torn flesh be avenged on Babylon,” the inhabitants of Zion shall 
say. “May my blood be avenged on the inhabitants of Chaldea,” Jerusalem shall say. 
49 Babylon must fall for the slain of Israel, as the slain of all the earth have fallen because of 
Babylon. 50 You survivors of the sword, go, do not linger! Remember the LORD in a distant land, 
and let Jerusalem come into your mind: 51 We are put to shame, for we have heard insults; 
dishonour has covered our face, for aliens have come into the holy places of the LORD’s house.   

 Some life experiences that involve physical suffering (including chronic and terminal illness) can 
have us questioning God’s sovereignty. Some other life experiences that involve some sense of 
shame and guilt (including job loss, moral failure, etc) can also have the capacity to throw our faith 
in God, into a ‘tail spin’. The Jews were living with a ‘two-edged reality’. There were firstly, the 
blatant ‘injustice’ of the brutality of the Babylonians, particularly to children, but also the justice and 
judgement of God being rendered on them, for their ‘spiritual infidelity’ and idolatry.  

• What life experiences have challenged your faith – and, as a result, you have found it hard to 
pray and/ or praise God? 
 

• If the situation was ‘two edged’: how did you work through the questions of: “why, God, is this 
happening to me?” vs “what role / responsibility do I have for this situation / for what is 
happening in my life, right now?” Can lament and repentance work together? In what ways, by 
seeing the dark deeds of others, can we shine light on / get a better understanding of ourselves? 

 

 Phil commented that “It’s hard to worship when you don’t like where you are”. The Psalmist 
acknowledged that they couldn’t worship God in a foreign land, particularly in the face of the 
torments by their captors. (Ps 137:1-4) This chapter is a lament. Instead of seeking to ‘push 
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through’ and worship God in spite of their tears, - they poured out their hearts to God with their 
tears, by offering up to God, the painful reality that was their current life experience.   

 How do you respond to the comment that the evangelical church is (generally) intolerant of pain 
and that there is an expectation that we will ‘present’ to others, as if our lives are ‘fine’? Have you 
ever received comments, that you need to ‘deal with’ or ‘move on’ from your issues? How can we 
help each other bring our struggles and tears to / before God – as an act of worship? How do we 
15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. (Rom 12:15)? 

 

 “Notice the honesty of the Psalmist's question in verse 4: "How can we sing the songs of the Lord 
while in a foreign land?" … He expects God to agree with him. Or at least, he expects God to 
understand his point of view. Of course you can't sing! Who could sing under circumstances like 
these? Maybe some other time or place, but not now. Not here. Not in this moment. This isn't a 
time for singing. This is a time for weeping. This is a time for lament. And do you know what you 
call it when you make such a bold admission to God in a place like this? You call it worship.”2   

 In the letter to the Philippians, Paul told believers to ‘rejoice in the Lord always’ (Phil 4:4). How do 
we balance that, with the reality that – at some points – we can’t worship (in terms of praise and 
rejoicing) – and need to ‘hang up our harps’? 

 

 The second point that Phil made, is that it is hard to worship, when our past is better than our 
present – or what we can see that we have a future. This is particularly so, when we are dealing 
with significant grief / loss – especially after loss of a job, a relationship or our health. In Ps 137:4-
6, the Psalmist grieves for a Jerusalem (and a reality) that no longer exists, but refuses to let go of 
that memory.   
How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land? 5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right 
hand wither! 6 Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not set 
Jerusalem above my highest joy.  

 Phil commented about grief being a journey – and that bold submission of our grief, is also an act 
of worship. Think of a time when you lost a friend / family member/ pet / significant relationship / 
job / ministry, etc. How long did you ‘stay’ in a place of significant grief and loss? How long did it 
take to ‘process’ your grief / come to a place where you could start to look to the future? What 
things helped you to accept your ‘new normal’ or to ‘resolve’ the issues from your past? 
 

 The third point that Phil made, is that it is hard to worship, when we are waiting for justice and/ or 
we are waiting on God to fix / resolve a situation. In Ps 137:7-9, the Psalmist notes the actions of 
the Edomites, in acting as the ‘cheer squad’ as the Babylonian armies captured Jerusalem. Then, 
the actions of the Babylonians in their unbridled violence. The Psalmist wants retribution:   
“the expression Remember … against, which ‘has its roots in the legal life of Ancient Israel’. The 
divine Judge is being presented in verse 7 with evidence against Edom (the facts, which are 
damning, emerge more fully in Obad. 10–14). Then the plaintiff rounds on Babylon, the chief 
offender (8, 9). … the words are by implication spoken in the Lord’s hearing, continuing from verse 
7. This inference is confirmed by the appeal of verse 8b to the lex talionis, or principle of retribution, 
which applied to legal but not personal decisions (cf. e.g. Deut. 19:19ff. with Prov. 24:29). The 
wording of verse 8 agrees with God’s general pledge, ‘I will repay’, and, we may add, with his 
specific sentence on Babylon in Jeremiah 51:56.”3  

 Phil referred to the words of the martyrs in Revelation, who cried “how long, O Lord” – asking God 
when he was going to execute judgement. (Rev 6:10) There is a sense that the Psalmist wants the 
same treatment – rendered by Babylon – to be repaid to them. Phil asked a question: how far is 
‘too far’, when we are being honest with God? Is it appropriate to pray for God to repay people with 
the same sort of treatment, they have rendered to others? How do you pray for those who have 
inflicted pain and suffering on you / your family? 
 

  Read and reflect on the words of Matt 5:43-46 and Luke 6:27-36. What do Jesus’ words tell us, 
about how we should respond to those who hate and/ or abuse us? 
 

 Phil finished his sermon by reminding us of the words of Jer 29:11 “For surely I know the plans I 
have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with 
hope.” What message do these words have for us, when we are in hard places? 

 
2 https://www.preachingtoday.com/sermons/sermons/2010/may/lessonsfrompsalms2.html  
3 Kidner, D. (1975). Psalms 73–150: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 16, p. 496). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. p496. 

https://www.preachingtoday.com/sermons/sermons/2010/may/lessonsfrompsalms2.html
https://ref.ly/logosres/totc19psbus?ref=Bible.Ps137.7-9&off=108&ctx=round%2c+indicated+by+~the+expression+Remem

