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Psalm 137 

“By the Rivers of Babylon, Part 2” 

 

One of the key words used in Psalm 137 is the word ‘remember.’  

Remember, together with its counterpart ‘forget’, is a concept that is at 

the heart of this psalm.  The word ‘forget’ is used there in verse 5, “If I 

forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill.”  This then is 

tied to the verse that follows, verse 6, where we first hear the word 

‘remember.’  “Let my tongue stick to the rook of my mouth, if I do not 

remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy.” 

 

The word ‘remember’ is used again there in verse 7, “Remember, O 

Lord, against the Edomites the day of Jerusalem, how they said, ‘Lay 

it bare, lay it bare, down to its foundations!’”  In verses 5 and 6 the 

word remember, and its counterpart ‘forget’, was applied to the 

psalmist himself, speaking for the corporate body of Israel in exile.  

They vow, they swear an oath, a self-maledictory oath, to remember, 

to never forget Jerusalem. 

 

In this sense what we see in verses 5 and 6 is much like the use of 

that expression “never forget!” as it has been used here in the United 

States with reference to the events that took place on September 11, 

2001.  Representatives of our nation repeatedly vowed that America 

would remember, that we would never forget what happened on that 

day. 
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The meaning of this national vow was apparent.  It was not just 

something that we would keep in our memory banks, no, what was 

meant by this expression, this vow, is that our domestic policy would 

forever be changed, our national security structure would forever be 

changed, our foreign policy would forever be changed, our way of life 

as citizens would forever be changed so that nothing like this would 

ever happened again. 

 

“Never forget!” became a way of saying “never again!”  As a nation we 

made an oath, we vowed, to remember 9/11, to allow its memory to 

forever affect our future actions as a nation.  Now, one can argue 

whether the actions we’ve taken as a nation since 9/11 served either 

to stave off future 9/11s or to make them more likely, but it cannot be 

argued that the specter of 9/11 continues to haunt us and in many 

ways guide our thinking and acting as a nation and in the world. 

 

“Never forget!” or “Remember 9/11!” became something of a modern 

battle cry here in the United States, much like “Remember the Alamo!” 

and “Remember the Maine!” or “Remember Pearl Harbor!” were used 

in our previous history.   

 

We would take up arms against those who harmed us or may 

potentially harm us under the banner “Never forget!”  We would invade 

countries and bomb them from the skies, engage in covert operations 
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in others, utilize economic and other means to shape and control 

foreign and domestic affairs, in the name of “Never forget!” 

 

In the name of “Never Forget!” thousands, perhaps hundreds of 

thousands have died.  Men, women and children, bombed, starved, 

forced to migrate, or worse, in the name of “Never Forget!”  Now, I 

mention this because in the first place it does help us understand how 

the term “remember” and “forget” are being used here in Psalm 137. 

 

The psalmist vows never to forget Jerusalem.  He will remember that 

she is his true home, not Babylon.  He will remember her no matter 

what.  But he also cries out to the Lord to “remember” the day of 

Jerusalem.  And when he says this he is calling upon the Lord to 

never forget what the Edomites said on the day when Jerusalem was 

destroyed, to never forget their gloating, their glee, when the holy city 

was razed to the ground. 

 

This use of ‘remember’ is parallel to our use of the same for 9/11.  It is 

a call for vengeance.  The psalmist is praying that the Lord not 

overlook what the enemies of Israel did to Jerusalem, but to repay 

them for their wickedness.  He is essentially asking that the Lord pour 

out His just wrath upon those who destroyed Jerusalem. 

 

And we should notice something here, the psalmist is not 

contemplating taking vengeance into his own hands.  The psalmist is 
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not vowing or swearing that he will remember Jerusalem in the sense 

that he will somehow personally repay the Edomites and Babylonians 

for what they have done.   

 

Rather, he will remember Jerusalem in the sense that she will be held 

in his heart as his highest joy.  He appeals to the Lord, however, when 

it comes to vengeance.  And this is not an unbiblical or sub-ethical 

sentiment.  After all, even in the New Testament the Lord calms the 

troubled hearts of His Church, who are being oppressed and 

persecuted by the world.   

 

“Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in 

the sight of all. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably 

with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of 

God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 

To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give 

him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on 

his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”  

Romans 12:17-21 

The psalmist here in Psalm 137 leaves vengeance to the Lord.  The 

Edomites were descendants of Esau, apostates we might say to the 

covenant God made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and those, who 

having sold their birthright for this world, were hostile to those who 

continued in the faith, faithful to the covenant, holding fast to the 

promises of God. 
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We might say that the Edomites represent those enemies that the 

church faces, throughout history, from within.  Those who went out 

from us because they were never of us, those who tasted the powers 

of the age to come and yet trampled upon the blood of Christ as an 

unclean thing. 

 

The Babylonians, on the other hand, are enemies that Israel faced 

from without.  These were pagans and Gentiles, a nation that 

worshipped and served idols, those who never were within the circle 

of the covenant that God made with Abraham.  So it is then that the 

Psalmist asks that the Lord might remember the day of Jerusalem, 

how these enemies mocked and jeered as they destroyed the city of 

God. 

 

When Moses, after receiving the Ten Commandments, and after Israel 

had already broken them through idolatry at the foot of the mountain, 

when Moses interceded on Israel’s behalf, he also called upon the 

Lord God to remember.  He said, 

 

“Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, to whom you 

swore by your own self, and said to them, I will multiply your offspring 

as the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give 

to your offspring, and they shall inherit it forever.’” And the Lord 
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relented from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing on his 

people.”  Exod. 32:13-14 

 

When the psalmist here calls upon the Lord to remember, he is 

appealing to God’s own covenant promises to be the God and 

protector of Israel, to bless them according to His mercy and grace 

and to utterly defeat and overthrow their enemies.  After all, in times 

past, such as in Egypt, this was precisely how God’s manifested His 

faithfulness to His promise to Abraham.  He overthrew the Egyptians, 

striking them down with terrible plagues and drowning their army in 

the Sea. 

 

And at that time Israel rejoiced and sang praises to the Lord.  And 

again, this is not sub-Christian or sub-ethical.  The New Testament 

also gives the Church that one day the Lord will come, in glory and 

power, to utterly destroy His and our enemies, those enemies within 

the circle of the covenant, the visible church, the apostates, and those 

without, the hostile powers and peoples of the nations. 

 

When we pray, “Your Kingdom come” we are essentially praying for 

the day of God’s righteous judgment of the world.  When we pray, 

“Maranaha.  Come, Lord Jesus, quickly come” we are praying not only 

for the coming of the new heavens and the new earth, but for the 

coming of the King of kings and Lord of Lords who will smite down His 
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foes with the Word of His mouth and cast all of His enemies, great or 

small, into the Lake of Fire. 

 

We are told that on that day it will be like Sodom, and we do not 

imagine that the little ones, even the babies of Sodom, were spared.  

When Jesus pronounced His woes, that is to say, His curses upon the 

cities of Northern Galilee in Matthew 11 and Luke 10, saying that it 

would be worse for them than it was for Sodom and Gomorrah, are we 

to imagine that the little ones would be spared? 

 

No, Old or New Testament the reality that the coming of the judgment 

of God involves the absolute destruction of His foes, the utter wiping 

out of the wicked, cutting off all future generations of the wicked.  It is 

this justice, this vengeance, this judgment, that the psalmist cries out 

for in verses 7-9. 

 

Yes, the language, the imagery, is horrifying.  “Blessed shall he be 

who takes your little ones and dashes them against the rock!”  It might 

seem downright evil and twisted to ever hope for such a terrible 

calamity to come upon anyone, particularly little babies.  But this 

sentiment is by no means contrary to God’s own will and words. 

 

Listen to Isaiah’s prophecy concerning Babylon’s coming end in 

judgment, and remember this is God speaking, 
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“Therefore I will make the heavens tremble, and the earth will be 

shaken out of its place, at the wrath of the Lord of hosts in the day of 

his fierce anger. And like a hunted gazelle, or like sheep with none to 

gather them, each will turn to his own people, and each will flee to his 

own land. 

Whoever is found will be thrust through, and whoever is caught will fall 

by the sword. Their infants will be dashed in pieces before their eyes; 

their houses will be plundered and their wives ravished.”  Isaiah 13:14-

16 

Again, Jesus proclaimed that the coming end of Jerusalem itself, that 

is, earthly, unbelieving Jerusalem, would involve the same.  He 

declared, 

 

“For the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up a 

barricade around you and surround you and hem you in on every side 

and tear you down to the ground, you and your children within you. 

And they will not leave one stone upon another in you, because you 

did not know the time of your visitation.”  Luke 19:43-44 

 

Paul pronounced curses, anathemas, upon those who proclaim and 

teach false Gospels.  Chapter 6 of Revelation portrays the souls of the 

martyrs crying out for vengeance, and chapter 18 of Revelation 

summons the church to rejoice at the fall of Babylon.  The whole New 

Testament speaks of the awful end of those who reject God’s love 

expressed in the sacrifice of His beloved Son. 
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And indeed, we will count Him blessed who executes God’s just 

judgment on the wicked, unbelieving world.  As one commentator put 

it, “It is true that the New Testament calls us to love our neighbours 

and even our enemies, but this does not silence those parts of the 

New Testament that call us to have a passion for God's glory and a 

corresponding concern for justice to be done. These two summonses 

should not be divorced.” 

 

The only major difference between then and now, Psalm 137 as the 

expression of the church in exile in the Old Testament, and the church 

today in the New, is that in our Gospel age we have a specific and 

special obligation to pray first of all for the salvation of the nations, 

understanding that in Jesus Christ the promises made to Abraham 

have been extended to the Gentiles as well. 

 

We move with God.  We live by His Word.  And in these last days we 

have been told to pray and work for the gathering in of the nations 

through the proclamation of Jesus Christ.  With God, we do not want 

that any should perish but that all might repent and embrace the 

Gospel.  We pray that God would remember His promise to Abraham 

that through his Seed, that is Christ, all of the nations might be 

blessed. 
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And we understand as well that in terms of the Gospel our enemies 

are not ultimately flesh and blood, but spiritual powers of wickedness.  

The types and shadows of the Old Testament have given way to the 

light and reality of the New in Christ.  We do not look at Babylonians 

or Edomites or any other people or nation the way our fathers and 

mothers in the Old looked at them. 

 

Neither do we call down God’s vengeance upon those who destroyed 

Jerusalem, for we understand now that earthly Jerusalem was but a 

promise of something better, something from God Himself, something 

that is now ours through faith in Christ, something that the world can 

never take from us or destroy. 

 

By faith, we know that we are God’s heavenly Jerusalem, even as we 

heard this morning from Revelation 21, and though the world trample 

upon us we see this in the light of the Cross of Jesus Christ, our 

bearing witness in the world to His sufferings and death, a testimony 

to the nations of the Gospel itself. 

 

Our desire is for not for the dashing of babies heads against rocks, but 

of their heads being sprinkled with the water of baptism.  We want the 

nations to come in, now, while it is called today, while it is a day of 

salvation.  But our appeal to the nations to embrace this Gospel and 

so save themselves and their households presupposes the very 

judgment that we hear so graphically expressed in this psalm. 
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We should appeal to them to be saved, to save their children, by 

embracing the blessed One who came first into the world not to judge 

but to be judged in their stead, that One who was dashed in the wrath 

of God upon the Cross so that they and their children might not be 

dashed in the judgment that is coming upon the world. 

 

And when He does come in judgment, as we see it here in Psalm 137, 

we will rejoice, and we will count Him blessed.  God’s perfect justice 

will be executing upon all who did not believe.  He will utterly cut off all 

generations of the wicked and rebellious, and execute perfect 

vengeance upon those who shed the blood of His servants, those who 

killed us and our children. 

 

But let this passage compel you to warn those around you of the 

calamity that is coming.  We live in an age where people would take 

great offense at this Psalm even as they celebrate the wholesale 

slaughter of infants on the altar of choice and convenience.  Truly, 

their day is coming.  And in the abortion industry we already see 

God’s just judgment at work.  One day, their generation will be utterly 

cut off. 

 

Let us warn them.  Let us cry out to the Lord for mercy, for salvation, 

for grace upon the nations.  Let us proclaim Christ to them, He who 

was cut off for their sakes, until that day when He God’s patience 
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come to an end and He comes upon the clouds bringing His heavenly 

armies with Him. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 


