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By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we
remenbered Zion. W hanged our harps upon the willows in the
m dst thereof (Ps. 137:1A2)

The Psal ns are anong the nost popular and widely read parts of
the A d Testament. Mst of themwere witten by David, whose
words relate to the experiences of mllions of people. Readers nay not
know t hat a few of the songs were conposed by ot her authors and were
accepted by the scholars to whom God entrusted the responsibility of
conpiling the Holy Scriptures. Psalm 137 is an outstandi ng exanpl e
of that tact. It was witten by sonmeone who evidently sat al ongside the
rivers in Babylon, placed his harp in the willow trees, and shared the
renorse that broke the hearts of the Hebrew captives. It is not known
whet her he wote his lines in Babylon or after he returned to his
hormel and, but the word picture gained an abiding place in the sacred
records of |srael

The Babyl oni an peopl e were fanous for agriculture. Although they
lived in a desert they created canals through which the water of the
Euphrates River flowed in all directions. Probably many of the Hebrews
wer e responsi ble for the nmaintenance of those waterways. It is not
difficult to imgine the slaves sitting outside their hovels after a | ong
Jays work, even the stars in the heavens appeared to nock the people
whose eyes were filled with tears. Far back across the years, Hebrews
had been warned by their prophets and entreated by Jehovah but had
refused to cooperate, and their |and had been devastated. Their outl ook
was forbidding; the sands of the desert were an inpassable barrier
bet ween their hovels and freedom

The Di sturbing Reflection ... Saddeni ng
"W wept when we renenbered Zion." There was plenty of
refreshnent in the rivers of Babylon, but unfortunately, there was no
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living water! It was easy to neet the need of the househol ds, but the
wel | s of salvation were beyond reach. It is interesting that the slaves
still possessed harps. When the invaders overran Jerusal em hones were
burned and possessions were either destroyed or stolen. Yet the captives
retained their nusical instruments. On the other hand, perhaps when

they arrived in Babyl on they nade new harps to replace what had been

| ost. They coul d exist w thout homes, belongings, and even hope, but
could not live without nusic! Their sonnets, although nournful, spoke

of their honel and.

There was plenty of shade beneath the willow, poplar, tamarisk, and
acacia trees, but it was inpossible to find a hiding place fromthe
oppressive heat of a guilty conscience. The nenories of Zion filled
their eyes with tears. Babylon did not possess a spiritual sanctuary; there
were no inspiring festivals, and the voice of the prophet was never
heard. The ol der people renenbered those hall owed nonments, but
when t he younger folk who had been born in captivity heard their
testinonies, it was difficult to believe what was spoken. Jehovah
apparently had forgotten H's people.

The sl aves wept because their past was irretrievable, the present
depressing, and hope for future deliverance an illusion. Tears were
evi dence of broken hearts. Yet even am d the gl oom of their darkest night,
a bright star was appearing. It was better to renenber and weep, than to
forget and becone call ous. Hope cannot di e when nenory remains
active. | shall always renenber the words of a man who had been a busy
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Christian worker but for various reasons had becone an al coholic and a
derelict. He appeared to be beyond the reach of God's |ove, but an
amazing miracle was perfornmed when he returned to the fell owship of
the church. It was thought provoking when he confessed that even in his
nost regrettable monments, God continued to speak to him when he was
al one, he wept. The whispers of God could not be silenced. Fanny Croshy
was correct when she wote,

Down in the human heart
Crushed by the tenpter,
Feelings lie buried

That Grace can restore.
Touched by a | oving hand,
Wakened by ki ndness,
Chords that were broken
Can vi brate once nore.
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The Deni ed Request... Surprising

“for there they that carried us away captive required of us a song;
and they that wasted us required of us mrth, saying, Sing us one of the
songs of Zion. How shall we sing the Lord's song in a strange |[and?"
(Ps. 137:3A4). An old Indian said that no man should criticize a nei ghbor
until he has walked in his brother's noccasins! Maria Callocot tells an
interesting story fromBritish history. She wites,

It is a curious fact that when Crommel |, like a wise politician
all owed the Jews to settle in London and to have synagogues, they
canme hither in sufficient nunbers to celebrate the Feast of Tab-
ernacl es in booths anong the willows on the borders of the river
Thanes. The di sturbance of their confort fromthe innunerable
spectators, chiefly London apprentices, called for sone protec-
tion fromthe [ ocal magistrates. Not that any insult was offered
to their persons, but a natural curiosity, excited by so new and
extraordi nary spectacle, induced many to press too closely round
their canp and perhaps intrude upon their privacy. (Spurgeon on
the Psalns [Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1978], 628)

A well known conmentator believes the Hebrews | ost a gl orious
opportunity to spread their faith anong the heathen. He wites, "They
shoul d have ceased pouting and conpl ai ni ng and used their nusic to
evangel i ze their oppressors.” It is difficult to accept that conclusion
for broken hearts and crushed spirits do not sing. It is easy to wite
wor ds of condemnati on when seated in a confortable office, but the
writer of the denunciation probably never had a back | acerated by the
whi ps of enenies.

Archeol ogi cal data now preserved in nmuseuns reveals the terrible
atrocities perpetrated by sonme of the ancient nations. Yet the people
who asked the Hebrews to sing m ght have been curious observers who
desired to hear sonme of Israel's nelodies. The Babyl oni ans possessed
musi cal instruments such as "the conmet, flute, harp, sackbut, psaltery,
and dul cimer, and all Kkinds of nusick" (Dan. 3:15), but they had no
nmel odi es to be conpared with the songs of the Hebrews. David' s harp
and songs dispelled the anger of Saul, soothed his troubled spirit, and
restored peace to his mnd. The plaintive cords of the captives' songs
expressed the | anguage of the soul and were indicative of the hunger
within the hearts of the people from Canaan.

Wien the Hebrews quietly but firmy refused to entertain their captors,
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they indicated that people out of touch with God cannot reproduce
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heaven's music. The poet expressed this truth when he wote,

The peaceful hours, | once enjoyed:
How sweet the nmenory still;

But they have left an aching void,
The world can never fill.

Peopl e who have clinbed the hills of Canaan could never be satisfied
sitting by the rivers of Babyl on

The Definite Resolve ... Sustaining

"If | forget thee, 0 Jerusalem let my right hand forget her cunning.
If I do not renenber thee, let nmy tongue cleave to the roof of ny nouth;
if I prefer not Jerusal em above ny chief joy" (Ps. 137:5A6). Men and
woren whose |ives have been ruined often contenplate conmitting
suicide, but termnating one's life would be a greater tragedy. The
Hebrews in Babyl on night have died in despair, but instead they
transforned their mstakes into stepping stones by which they clinbed
out of their degradation. Surrounded by idols and the possibility of
conprom sing, the people determ ned never to forget Jerusalem If it
were inpossible to return to their honeland, they would die thinking
about it. Among the captives was a man naned Daniel, whose faith
shone as a beacon. Daily he opened his w ndows toward Jerusal em and
i nterceded for his nation. People saw himkneeling to pray and
recogni zed an imortal faith. The Babyl oni ans heard of the incident
when lions refused to harma saint, and never forgot how three young
men were thrown into a furnace to discover the presence of "One like
unto the Son of God."

No nman is too sinful to pray, no burden too heavy to place at God's
feet. The Lord who saw and understood the plight of the slaves in
Babyl on is able to help captives in every city in the world. He can do
the inpossible, but He likes to be asked!

The Del i ghtful Reawakening Stinmul ating

"When the Lord turned again the captivity of Zion, we were |ike
them that dream Then was our nouth filled with laughter, and our
tongue with singing: then said they anong the heathen, The Lord hath
done great things for thent (Ps. 126:1A2). It is worthy of attention that
the father of the prodigal interrupted the prepared speech of his son
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who had planned to say, "l have sinned agai nst heaven, and before thee,
And amno nore worthy to be called thy son: nmake nme as one of thy
hired servants.” The returning man never had a chance to conplete his
statenent for the delighted parent interrupted before the final request
could be nmade (see Luke 15:18A22). The honeconi ng reception

exceeded anything inagi nabl e, and during the proceedi ngs the prodi ga
was surely astounded. He and the captives in Babylon had much in
conmon.

The prodigal remenbered eating with pigs, the shame of associating
wi th depl orabl e wonmen, and the unnentionabl e things that woul d haunt
himforever. Neverthel ess the joy expressed in his welconme party, the
warnth of his father's enbrace, and the confort of his honme rem nded
himof the folly that took himto the far country. That his father's
forgi veness could obliterate the past seenmed to be inconprehensible.

He deserved condemmati on, but when the best robe was placed around
his shoulders, gratitude filled his eyes with tears.

Many years ago a man took to drinking, and fell so lowthat his

famly disowned him and even his wife cast himoff. One night,

hungry, penniless and footsore, he stunbled into the Pacific Gar-

den M ssion in Chicago. Soneone was singing: "There's a wi de-

ness in God's nmercy," and, as he tells it now "It just broke nme all
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up." When the neeting was over, he wandered out to the home
where his wife lived with her father. He threw hinself down in the
backyard, hopi ng that when norni ng dawned he might get a
glinpse of his little boy whom he was no | onger pernitted to visit.
As the Eastern sky began to blush, and the old song kept ringing in
his ears, he says now "Instead of creeping up to the w ndow, | just
crept up to the feet of Jesus, and He didn't scold nmeAHe knew
had been scol ded enoughAand He didn't pity nme, and He didn't
give me any advice either. He knew | had had plenty of that. He
just put H's arns around nmy neck and | oved nme. And when the
sun arose | was a new nman." (quoted from The Brooklyn Eagl e)

The stories of the captives and the prodigal returning to their hones
suggest five propositions: (1) No person is safe if he or she plays with
sin;, (2) No person is beyond the reach of God's love; (3) No sinis too
great for a heavenly Father to forgive; (4) Reconciliation is inpossible
until a sinner requests pardon; (5) No | anguage can effectively express
t he happi ness of a soul when forgiveness becones a reality.
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