
Ps 137 By the Rivers of Babylon 

Psalm 137 summarizes the question that perplexed not only the exiles of Judah in Babylon, but all the Jews who 
were dispersed throughout the ancient world: How can we worship and serve the Lord in a foreign land? (v. 4). 

Cut off from their homeland, they were without their magnificent temple. They had no king to guide them, no high 
priest to offer sacrifices, no ark of the covenant to signify God’s presence. Spiritually speaking, they were cast adrift in 
the world without their familiar landmarks to guide them. 

No wonder the people of Judah sat down and wept by the rivers of Babylon (137:1). Asked by their captors to sing 
songs of Zion, all they could think about was how their beloved city was now laid waste (137:3). Consequently, they 
sang a song—but not one that was expected. They sang a sorrowful, vengeful song calling for curses on the 
Babylonians who had destroyed Jerusalem (137:8) and on the Edomites who had celebrated the city’s fall (137:7). 

However, despite the sentiments expressed in this psalm, several positive things resulted from the Jews’ 
dispersion. Lacking a temple, they invented the synagogue (Mark 1:21). They also collected their writings, which 
eventually led to the canonization of the OT. And because they were forced to learn new languages and adapt to 
foreign cultures, they eventually translated the OT from Hebrew into Greek, the common language of Christ’s day. 

Thus necessity became the mother of invention for the Hebrews. Many such gifts from the Lord came into the world 
because God’s people were forced to “sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land.” 

 (from Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Commentary).  

Outline:  
Ps 137:1-3 weeping in Babylon at the memory of the destruction of Zion  
Ps 137:4-6 longing for Jerusalem and the restoration of song in praise of God  
Ps 137:7-9 desiring vengeance against Edom and Babylon  


