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Memory Verse

How can we sing the Lord’s song on foreign soil? If I forget you, Jerusalem, may 
my right hand forget its skill. May my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth if I 
do not remember you, if I do not exalt Jerusalem as my greatest joy! 

– Psalm 137:4-6, CSB
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THEOLOGICAL THEME: God is patient and merciful but also 
will punish those who ignore His warnings. He allowed Jerusalem to be 
defeated and the people taken into captivity where they mourned their 
losses and remembered Jerusalem in hope.

CALL TO ACTION: Where in your life do you feel like an exile? 
What would it look like to praise God in the midst of lamenting your 
circumstances?

Newton’s Third Law of Physics says every action has an equal and opposite reaction.1 
If you immerse a large object in a small tank of water, the water will splash out as it 
is displaced in accordance with the mass of the object being submerged. Simply put, 
actions have consequences.

Our society is made up of rules that have consequences for ignoring warning signs. 
Your car will not continue to drive if you ignore the warning that your fuel is low. 
There are people who naturally push the limits when they see warning signs and, 
instead of stopping to address the issue, will see how much longer they can avoid the 
problem. But eventually choices catch up with us and consequences occur. Today, 
we are studying a passage that describes what happened when the people of God 
pushed too far and resisted responding to the warnings from God. Eventually, they 
faced terrible consequences.
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When was a time you avoided a literal warning sign and later 
regretted it?

How do you typically respond when you see a warning sign—
whether literal or figurative? Stop? Turn around? Push farther? 
Why?

Session Summary

This is a psalm of mourning and lament. This was written either while the children 
of Israel were in exile or just after returning to Jerusalem. They had been attacked and 
defeated by the Babylonians. Many were taken back to Babylon after experiencing the 
persecution of their people. 

Though they recognized that God was still in control, they had lost their songs of worship. 
But the memories of Jerusalem and life before the consequences of their sinful ways were 
what sustained them and gave them hope for a different future. They also remembered the 
promises of God to bless those that blessed them and curse those that opposed them. This 
promise led them to call for God to deliver punishment to both Edom and Babylon.

1. Mourning (Psalm 137:1-3)

The children of Israel were reaping the punishment for their sins and refusal to turn back 
to God in repentance. Now in Babylon as exiles, they could look back and see the error 
of their ways despite the multiple opportunities God gave to repent. This psalm was set in 
the foreign land of Babylon and most likely was written during the exile or immediately 
following it.



4 Personal Study Guide  

Remembering the promised land caused the people to mourn their former life. They 
persecution of their captors fed their sadness and intensified their grieving. Far from 
home, they gathered on the banks of the river for worship. Remembering Jerusalem 
caused them to weep bitterly and cry out to God. Everything around them was a 
reminder of their plight and caused them to reflect on all that had been lost. This was a 
sad and difficult time for the people of God and yet it was a time of their own making.

How does it affect you when you realize your suffering is a 
result of your own choices? How do you typically respond in 
these moments?

To emphasize the depth of their sorrow, the people hung their harps on tree 
branches. This signified a loss of praise and joy. This stood in contrast to their 
history as a community of believers who worshiped the Lord. This same people 
were now captives in a foreign and evil country. Songs of joy and praise were far 
from their lips and were replaced by songs of deliverance as they longed for God 
to bring them home.

The Babylonians would taunt the Israelites and command them to sing the songs 
of Zion. The people who had plundered their land and taken them hostage back 
to Babylon sought entertainment in the Israelites’ sorrow. Adding literal insult 
to injury, their enemies minimized the Israelite’s faith as a means of further 
aggravation. 

When have you been mocked for faith in Jesus, whether 
directly or indirectly? How do you respond in these 
moments?

Instead of praise and worship, the people offered the sound of silence. Sometimes 
silence can be powerful and moving. But the musicians among the exiles had not 
completely given up on finding their song again. They waited on the Lord and 
repented of what brought them to that place, hoping there would be a day when 
praise and worship would flow once again.
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Application: How do you typically respond when it is hard for 
you to find joy or praise the Lord? How do all believers face 
this reality at some point?

2. Remembering (Psalm 137:4-6)

The writer of this Psalm vowed to remember Jerusalem and never forget what 
they had lost when they were taken from their home. Jerusalem represented 
right worship of God. Even those who lived outside the city had a deep love and 
respect for Jerusalem. 

How has the center of worship of God shifted for believers 
today? What freedom do we have that Old Testament 
believers did not have?

How can we seek to remember the truths of God when our 
circumstances tell us to do otherwise?

The psalmist vowed to be cursed personally by losing the ability to play and sing 
were he to forget Jerusalem. Holding tight to their memories of Jerusalem gave 
the Israelites hope that they would be delivered and returned to this holy place. 
They remembered God and all He had done for them, looking forward and 
yearning for the way life had been before their transgressions against the Lord.

Memories can be a powerful motivator to draw us back to the truth of God. 
As we think back on our past with Christ, we remember not primarily our 
faithfulness but the way He is faithful and has given evidence of this truth 
throughout our lives. The people were not seeking to remember the physical 
location of their homeland but what it represented as their true home in God.
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Application: How does God’s past faithfulness give you hope for 
what He will do in the future when you face difficult times?

3. Judgment (Psalm 137:7-9)

Not only did the psalmist remember Jerusalem, but he also pointed toward the 
coming judgment of the nations. He asked God to look at Edom and remember their 
actions during the conquest of Jerusalem. Whereas he previously sought to remember 
in hope, here He called God to remember as a means of judgment. 

How does it encourage you to know that God promises to deal 
with those who continually do evil? How should this change the 
way we respond to those who seek our harm?

The Edomites were descendants from Esau, who was Jacob’s brother. Jacob had his 
name changed to Israel and was the patriarch of the nation of Israel. The people of 
Edom should have been considered extended family. Even distant relatives should 
have sympathized and supported the Israelites under attack and yet they enjoyed the 
suffering and destruction of Jerusalem, even crying out for Jerusalem to be destroyed 
down to the foundation of the city. 

The psalmist also called for the opposition and judgment of Babylon. He spoke 
directly to the future generations of this nation, giving them notice that they would 
suffer devastating consequences for their role in the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
children of Israel. This was a reminder that the Babylonians not only attacked God’s 
people, but they also attacked Him.

The Babylonians were known for barbaric warfare, and the captive Israelites had 
witnessed atrocities against their loved ones. The writer called for God to do to the 
Babylonians as they had done to the Israelites and their children. 
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This is a challenging passage. What does this teach you 
about the seriousness with which God views sin?

Despite Israel’s sinful choices that had led them to this place, they could 
remember Jerusalem and trust that God was still in control. The psalmist wrote 
of the punishment that would eventually come to the Babylonians and called 
for God to do what only He could. We can also find ourselves in difficult places 
due to our own wrong and sinful choices. When that happens, it is important to 
remember that God is patient, loving, gracious, and merciful. We can repent and 
turn back to Him as we humbly trust in His faithfulness to restore us into right 
relationship with Him. The hope we have in Christ is the anchor that holds us 
steady when we face storms of life, even the storms of our own making.

Application: Where might God be calling you to repent and 
turn back to Him today?

Conclusion

The consequences for their idolatry and sinful ways led the Israelites to be taken 
into captivity. It was a terrible and brutal time for the people of God to the point 
that their songs of praise all but disappeared from their lips. Enduring brutality 
and mockery from their captors, the exiles remembered life in Jerusalem and 
clung to the hope they would be restored back to their home by God. 

Faced with the repercussions of their sin, the people remembered the faithfulness 
of God in Jerusalem and His promise of God to deal with anyone who came 
against them as His people. The psalmist called the Lord’s attention to Edom 
and Babylon, trusting that as these two nations had mistreated and attacked 
Israel, they would also face judgment. God’s people can trust and believe what 
He says and be encouraged to endure difficulties by remembering who He is and 
all He has done.
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What is a situation from your past that encourages you to 
persist in trusting God today?

How can we as a group remind one another of our reasons 
for worship even when life is hard?

Who will you seek a gospel conversation with to point them 
to the hope God offers in Christ?

Memorize 

How can we sing the Lord’s song on foreign soil? If I forget you, Jerusalem, may my 
right hand forget its skill. May my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth if I do not 
remember you, if I do not exalt Jerusalem as my greatest joy!  
- Psalm 137:4-6, CSB
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