


Sermon Script
Title: A Psalm of Curse?
Scripture: Psalm 137:1–9 

Good morning, brothers and sisters. Peace be with you.
A few weeks ago, Pastor Ken started a new sermon series focused on the Psalms.
The series began with Psalm 113, a psalm of pure praise, praise from beginning to end. Then we have Psalm 126, a song of sadness transformed into singing, recalling Israel’s return from exile to Zion—a journey marked by mixing sorrow and blessing, where tears became shouts of joy. Last week, our guest speaker, Pastor Brian, preached on Psalm 27, highlighting its chiasm structure and showing how prayer teaches us on being honest with God and trust Him wholeheartedly.
This series on the Psalms is designed to help us become more familiar with various types of psalms and to taste different "flavors" of them. Today, I am bringing you another flavor: the imprecatory psalm. A psalm of curse. This is a very special kind, in our own day it is particularly controversial. So I asked AI to generate two images for me: one of a person praying with a face full of deep bitterness and grief, the other of an egg being smashed against a rock.
Imagine a pastor being interviewed by journalists today and uttering these words: “Happy is the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks.” How would the media report that? We would never speak like this today, let alone write it into a song to sing. Biblical psalms contain thanksgiving, praise, confession, and more, which we frequently draw upon in daily life. But can we still use cursing psalms today? Do these passages still carry meaning for the modern believers?
In 1965, following the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church completely removed three imprecatory psalms (Psalms 58, 83, and 109) from its official Liturgy of the Hours, along with 122 severe verses, including the ending of Psalm 137 which we are reading today. Pope Paul VI and the officials driving the reform believed that the wording of these curses seemed incompatible with the New Testament Gospel message of Jesus teaching us to "love our enemies" and offer forgiveness. They felt these calls for vengeance would create "psychological difficulty" for contemporary believers. So, for the psychological comfort of modern people, they "trimmed" those prayers.
Today, let us look at this imprecatory psalm, Psalm 137. Interestingly, like the psalm Pastor Brian chose last time, it features a Chiasm structure:
A Babylon (v.1a): The historical scene of being taken captive into exile
B Zion (v.1b): Collective remembrance of Zion, weeping, being mock
C Foreign lands (v.4): refusing to sing the songs of the Lord in a foreign land
D Jerusalem (vv.5–6): remember Jerusalem, consider it my highest joy
C’ Edom (v.7a): “Tear it down! Tear it down to its foundations!”
B’ Jerusalem (v.7c): Calling God to remember the enemies' arrogant shouts
A’ Babylon (vv.8–9): The historical scene of Babylonian invasion, calling retribution
Let’s review some of what we learned last week. Chiasm or Chiasmus, is a rhetorical device in which ideas are presented in a specific order and then repeated in the reverse order, forming a mirror-like structure such as A-B-C-B'-A'. This makes the text easier to memorize, gives it a sense of balance and rhythm, focuses attention on the central idea (rather than merely on the ending).
An easy way to remember it is to picture a chiasm as a “literary sandwich”:
(A) Top slice of bread 
(B) First filling layer 
(C) Central meat core   —  the main point
(B’) Second filling layer 
(A’) Bottom slice of bread 
Do you all remember the example Pastor Brian used last week?
A I climb out of bed
B I brew a cup of coffee
C Then I read my Bible  —  the central point
B’ After I finish my coffee
A’ I climb back into bed
Now Let us look at this psalm. For Psalm 137, I will read a direct translation from the original Hebrew text; please follow along on the screen, as a reference: 
Verse 1: By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, and we wept, when we remembered Zion.
Verse 2: Upon the poplars, in her midst, we hung up our harps.
Verse 3: There, they demanded songs of us, our captors, song lyrics, our tormentors demanded mirth: “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
Babylon had some great rivers — the Euphrates, the Tigris, and others. The riverbanks of Babylon were often gathering places for enslaved laborers and displaced exiles. So, the Israelites were not sitting there having a scenic riverside picnic. They "sat down" there — "sitting down" carries the sense of dwelling or settling, and it is also a posture of meditation and remembrance.
They sat there and wept; they wept because they remembered Zion, they remembered the ruined city of Jerusalem, and they remembered the destroyed Temple. This was not ordinary weeping; it was the despair and anguish of a nation fallen. When I was reading direct translation of the original Hebrew, you could tell that the phrasing in the original text is broken and fragmented, sounding like someone sobbing uncontrollably.
The harp was an instrument used in worship, in praise, in the joy of festival celebration. Hanging their harps on the trees symbolized the halting of worship and joy. It was a vivid, tangible act of mourning.
Babylon’s conquerors mocked them by commanding the “songs of Zion.” What is a song of Zion? We can look at Psalm 48 for reference; let me read a few verses:
【Ps48:1】Great is the Lord, and most worthy of praise, in the city of our God, his holy mountain.
【Ps48:2】Beautiful in its loftiness, the joy of the whole earth, like the heights of Zaphon is Mount Zion, the city of the Great King.
【Ps48:3】God is in her citadels; he has shown himself to be her fortress.
【Ps48:4】When the kings joined forces, when they advanced together,
【Ps48:5】they saw her and were astounded; they fled in terror. 
You can tell that this “song of Zion” must have been written when Israel was at the height of her glory, when the splendor of God was manifest in Zion. But at this time, the Babylonian empire had overrun the southern kingdom of Judah; Jerusalem was destroyed; the temple was demolished. And now, as these gentiles mocked their suffering and demanded they sing this song — how could they possibly sing?
Let us continue with verses 4–6. I will still read a direct translation from the original Hebrew; please follow along on the screen, as a reference.
Verse 4: How can we sing the Lord’s song? in this foreign land?
Verse 5: If I forget you, Jerusalem, may my right hand forget; may my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth,
Verse 6: If I do not remember you, if I do not exalt Jerusalem, above my greatest joy.
Because they refuse to forget Jerusalem, the psalmist declares they will not sing the sacred songs of the Lord in this pagan land. Jerusalem is what the psalmist loves; it is his identity. Jerusalem represents the identity of God's people, an identity so vital that he must remember it.
Here in verse 5, the psalmist shifts from the collective "we" to the individual "I," making a solemn vow to God that sounds like a curse upon himself. That is to say, the psalmist uses self-imprecation as a pledge that he must not forget, that he must remember.
The Hebrew word for "remember" in verse 6 appears three times throughout the psalm.
【Ps137:1】By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.
【Ps137:6】May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do not consider Jerusalem my highest joy.
【Ps137:7】Remember, Lord, what the Edomites did on the day Jerusalem fell.“Tear it down,” they cried,“tear it down to its foundations!”
The exact same word is repeated three times: remember Zion, remember Jerusalem, and calling God to remember the enemy’s crimes. We should say that this is not a psalm of curse, this is a psalm of "remember."
Ok, let us read the remaining three verses. 
Verse 7: Remember, Lord, it’s those Edomites, on the day of Jerusalem’s ruin, they cried: “Raze it, raze it, to its very foundation!”
Verse 8: O daughter of Babylon, doomed to be destroyed, blessed is the one who repays you, treat you with the treatment you had treated us.
Verse 9: Blessed is the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rock!
You may say, "these words sound terrible; I don't like them." To properly understand this psalm, I believe we must look at it in its surrounding context. Let us examine the psalms that were next to it. Let’s say,
【Ps135:1】Praise the Lord. Praise the name of the Lord; praise him, you servants of the Lord,
Psalm 135 is entirely a psalm of praise, from the beginning to the end.
【Ps136:1】Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. His love endures forever.
We have read this one before; every single line ends with "His love endures forever," all the way to the end.
Thees two preceding psalms are psalms of praise, yet when we reach Psalm 137, there is not a single word of praise inside it. Then,
【Ps138:1】I will praise you, Lord, with all my heart; before the “gods” I will sing your praise.
Psalm 138 is also full of praise to the end. Psalms 135, 136, and 138 are all psalms of praise, making Psalm 137 seem very strange sandwiched in the middle. Well, the answer may lie in Psalm 139:
【Ps139:19】If only you, God, would slay the wicked! Away from me, you who are bloodthirsty!
【Ps139:20】They speak of you with evil intent; your adversaries misuse your name.
【Ps139:21】Do I not hate those who hate you, Lord, and abhor those who are in rebellion against you?
【Ps139:22】I have nothing but hatred for them; I count them my enemies.
What is praise?
Pleasant-sounding words are what we usually think of “praise to the Lord,” but, can harsh, imprecatory words like those in Psalm 137 become expressions of praise? 
To praise is to align our hearts with God's heart, or to connect the direction of our hearts to His. Praise is not merely saying nice things. Loving what the Lord loves is praise; but do we hate what He hates as well?
Please note that the hatred spoken of here is not our personal hates, but what God hates. Our God is loving and merciful, also He is holy and just. He commanded Moses to pronounce blessings on Mount Gerizim, also He commanded the declaration of curses on Mount Ebal, this is recorded in Deuteronomy 27.
Worshipping and praising God is not just about singing songs on Sunday. It is using the passion given through singing to live out our lives Monday through Saturday — hating what God hates including the sin within our own hearts. The last two verses of a praising psalm, Psalm 139, say this:
【Ps139:23】Search me, God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.
【Ps139:24】See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.
Actually, Imprecatory psalms are a unique, precious gift from God to us.
Much like artists, they are gifts from God to humanity. Painters and photographers help us see the beauty we normally miss; musicians enable us to sing praises in ways ordinary words cannot; and poets articulate the emotions we lack words to express.
Psalmists help us navigate the human condition spiritually. As we read the Psalms, God uses the writers to grant us spiritual eyesight, spiritual hearing, and a spiritual vocabulary. Through them, we behold God’s majesty, power, loftiness, and goodness; and through them, we hear the human heart’s longing and pursuit for the Lord; and we learn to voice sacred affections we could never articulate on our own.
Imprecatory psalms are expressions of the psalmists’ emotions rooted in their unique historical contexts. Nothing is hidden, the psalmists bring forth their intense anger, overwhelming grief, deep pain, and heavy resentment directly into God’s presence.
In doing so, these emotions are treated honestly, expressed earnestly, and processed properly. And consequently, the psalmists find deliverance from their bitterness, comfort amid their mourning, and hope in their helplessness — this is actually beautiful. 
So, if we simply put the imprecatory psalms against the Lord Jesus’ command to "love your enemies," like what the Catholic Church did, that will fracture the unity of the Scripture, fracture our full understanding of God, and fracture the coherence of how we apply the Scripture, that means we lose a vital tool for processing deep pain.

Ok, we have walked through Psalm 137, now we reach the "so what?" section. I want to leave you with two takeaways.
First, Authentic Emotions.
I like to define prayer as "the plea from the real me to the real God." Because there are too many fake “me”s and there are too many fake “gods” nowadays. In our daily lives, we are used to wearing mask—sometimes multiple masks—and we do the same when coming before God, and even find ourselves feeling as though God, too, is wearing a mask when He listens to our prayers.
When enduring extreme hardship, trauma, or injustice, forcing ourselves into premature, cheap moral forgiveness often inflicts secondary harm on the soul, while suppressing anger only breeds a root of bitterness. Psalm 137 demonstrates how to pour out our most unrefined and dark emotions directly before God. We come with no disguise, facing God with raw feelings of hurt, anger, or even vengeance.
“Lord, my heart is full of pain and anger. But I will not lash out or seek revenge personally; I did not build a secret army, crabbing their baby and smash them on a rock. Instead, I come honestly before You and place my deepest wounds in Your hands. I surrender the role of judge to You. Be the Judge, Lord. Act with righteous judgment, and free my soul from the chains of hatred.”
So, point one, authentic emotions. Come to the real God with the real me.
The Second point is related, The Call to Remember.
Based on the chiasm we discussed earlier, the center of the psalm holds the primary emphasis, also we found the Hebrew word "remember" being repeated in this psalm three times. Therefore, we know that “remember” is important.
Remember Jerusalem. Remember your identity as a child of God.
When we walk through hardship and temptation, may we "consider Jerusalem above our highest joy." When modern "Babylon" (consumerism, secular worldly values, and so on) demands that we entertain our faith or compromise it, may we have the courage to "hang our harps on the poplars." We must remember the Kingdom of God and His salvation, we pledge that our gifts and our lives must first be dedicated to His glory and righteousness.
I refuse to back down. Even if I were the most insignificant among all His chosen people, He would still seek me out with His gaze of love and pour His love upon me. Because, I remember that He gave His life for us, cleansing all our sins with His precious blood. I also remember that He will create in me a pure heart and renew a steadfast spirit within us (Ps 51:10).

Closing Prayer
“Heavenly Father, we give You thanks and praise. You remember us and the Bible says You care for us. We acknowledge that in our lives, we have our own desires, yet those may not always be what You desire. What we hate may not always be what You hate.  Transform our hearts, Lord, so that we may walk in step with You and live lives of continual worship and praise. Thank You for Your holy Word. In Jesus’ name we pray, amen.”
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