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This plaintive ode is one of the most charming compositions in the whole 
Book of Psalms for is poetic power. If it was not inspired it would still 
occupy the high place in poetic inspiration, especially its first part, which is 
patriotic to the highest degree – Charles Spurgeon. 

Observe that this very Psalm in which the question is asked: “How can we 
sing?” is itself a song, one of the Lord’s songs, still. Nothing is more sad, 
more despairing. It speaks of weeping when remembering Zion; it speaks 
of harps hung on the willows by exiles who have no heart to use them, and 
yet the very telling of these sorrows, of this incapacity for song, is still a 
song. And now, we chant it in our congregations thousands of years later.      

1 By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yes, we wept, when we 

remembered Zion / nothing could present a more striking contrast to their native country, than the region 

where they were transplanted. 

2 Upon the willows in the midst of it, we hung our harps / the drooping branches 

seemed to weep with us, so we gave them our musical instruments; the willows could  make melody as well as 
us, for we had no mind  to entertain anyone. 

3 For there our captors demanded of us songs; and our oppressors required of us 

mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion / better to say nothing than be forced to please 

an enemy with a song. For Zion they wept, unlike many who weep with the weeping, and rejoice with the joy of 
Babylon, because all their  interests and loves are bound up in the things of this world – Augustine,354-430. 

4 How can we sing the LORD'S song in a strange land? / How will they sing at all? Sing 

in a foreign land? Sing the Lord’s song among the heathen? With one voice, they refused: How can I? How will 
we. To sing Zion’s song to entertain Zion’s foes, would be to forget the Holy city – Charles Spurgeon.  

There is a distinction between us and God’s ancient people; for at that time the worship of God was confined to 
one place; but now He has His temple wherever two or three meet together in Christ’s name, if they separate 
themselves from all idolatry, and maintain true Divine worship – John Calvin,1509-1564.   

5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill; 

6 let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you; if I do 

not prefer Jerusalem above my chief joy / either our beds are soft, or our hearts hard, who can rest 

when the church is at unrest, who do not feel our brothers hard cords through our soft beds --  John Trapp,1601-1669. 

7 Remember, O LORD, the children of Edom in the day of Jerusalem; who said, 

Raze it, raze it, even to its foundation / the local invaders would love to see a clean sweep of the 

people of God, completely wiped from the earth; but God’s people have read the last chapter.  
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The Jewish people were their brethren, (Obadiah 10; Amos 1:11). They were their neighbors, Idumea and Judea 
border upon one another (Mark 3:8). They were confederates with the Jews (Jeremiah 27); Edom’s ambassador 
was in Jerusalem; so no need for revenge to heighten their sin; the Jewish people needed to learn this lesson – 
William Greenhill,1591-1677 

8 O daughter of Babylon, you will be destroyed; how blessed 

will be the one who rewards you as you rewarded us. 

9 How blessed will be those who take and dash your little ones against the 

rock. / it needs no record to tell us that, in the siege and carrying away of Jerusalem, great atrocities were 

committed by the conquerors. We may be quite sure that many a child-carrying mother and new-born baby died. 
For the wars of the old world were always attended by such barbarous cruelties. The apostrophe of these 2 
verses merely proclaims the certainty of a just retribution – of the same retribution that the prophets Isaiah and 
Jeremiah foretold. The psalmist recognizes the terrible vengeance to be deserved. To charge him with cruelty, is 
to impugn the justice and mercy of the Most High. There is nothing to sustain the charge, for his words are a 
simple prediction, like that of the prophet, “As you have done, it will be done to you”. --  Joseph Hammond, 1876. 

One final comment: in our snowflake 21st century, I imagine some are appalled and offended that such a “violent, 
angry God is still being peddled.” And I can forgive those who think that way for both their ignorance and their 
hypocrisy; I am sure they did not lift a voice against the rogue leaders, thieves and crooks of the genius century, 
who for decades promoted their endless warmongering (always to make some money) at tax-payers expense, 
while hundreds of thousands were systematically murdered. And if that isn’t appalling, where are the 
$24,000,000,000,000 missing from the CIA, which can’t seem to be found, though they can always find if we 
miss paying $100 in taxes; but before finding all that; where are all the missing children, hundreds of thousands 
missing year after year; throughout the world, even in our own country, with no public outcry? 

What Isaiah, Jeremiah and all the other prophets, warned us would happen, hasn’t been fulfilled, but all the 
players mentioned are in the NEWS today. “As you have done, it will be done to you” and to them, too. From what 
I’ve read, it will be ugly. What must die, let it die; what must be destroyed let it be destroyed --  Zechariah 11. 
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