Special Study

God, Take Out My Enemies With Extreme Prejudice!

(Imprecatory Psalms)

(Psalms 35, 55, 59, 69, 79, 109, 137)

Few topics have generated as much concern as the one we study in this lesson.  The Imprecatory Psalms have caused people problems for almost all modern recorded history.  There is a general feeling that psalms that call for the killing of the children of the writer(s)’ enemies are somehow not in keeping with Jesus’ command to love your neighbor as yourself.  Many works have been printed to address this issue.  In this lesson, we are going to look at the ways of trying to work through the Imprecator Psalms and understand them and their value and benefit for believers today.  Because of the nature if this topic, we will depart from the methodology used in the previous lessons to present this topic in as complete a manner as is possible in this limited a study.
How many times have you been walking through a mall, grocery store, video store or even school play and heard a parent ask God to damn their children or something else in the room.  While most people do not realize what they are saying, they are asking God to destroy or curse that which they have pronounced this curse over.  I try to remind or inform people of this when I feel the need to.  One lady I talked with had a response that I did not expect.
I was grocery shopping, and I heard a lady asking God to damn things over and over.  I finally asked her why she was so interested in God destroying so many of the things in that store.  She turned and said, “God knows I’m just kidding!  He is not actually going to damn these things!  It’s just an expression!”  She turned and wheeled her cart away from mine continuing to mumble these “pretend curses” all along the way.

This lady took cursing things and people lightly, but the writer(s) of the Imprecatory Psalms did anything but that.  They wanted God to judge and curse and destroy their enemies.  But how could that be?  Were they right in “hating” on others, as some would say today?  Were they “just kidding”?  Did they really expect God to do what they asked?  And how does that match up with forgiving and praying for your enemy as God the Son told us to do?  There have been several ways of attempting to deal with this.  Some of correct.  Some are not.  In this lesson, we will look at some faulty ways of attempting to view and reconcile these psalms and then we will look at some considerations that help us to understand the biblical nature of these curses as well as how we are to understand and use there psalms today.  Due to this nature, we will deal primarily with one psalm without the activities we have come to expect in other lessons.

Describe a time when you were extremely upset with someone and asked God to do something about it?  How did you feel afterwards?  How would you have felt if God answered the way you wanted, or did he?
Imprecatory Psalms

Purpose:  The purpose of Imprecatory Psalms, like everything else about these psalms, has been debated.  Basically, the purpose of these psalms can be seen in what they accomplish.  For the purposes of this study, the following four accomplishments are also seen as the purpose for their writing:
(1) Reminds Us That Some Things Are Evil and We Should Hate Evil

(2) Reminds Us to Check Our Hearts for the Same Sins Described

(3) Warns Unbelievers to Turn to God

(4) Teaches Us About the Sovereignty of God

(5) Shows the Holiness of God

(6) Shows the Wickedness of Humanity

(7) Shows the Justice of God

(8) Shows Historical Context That Generated the Psalm

Special Consideration of Imprecatory Psalms:  One special consideration is of concern when studying Imprecatory Psalms.  How do we understand psalms that ask for killing children, sending offenders to Sheol, and asking for revenge considering the theology and doctrine of the New Testament?  Many authors have undertaken to address this consideration.  Some have done so without a correct understanding of either the historical context, or other scriptural concepts.  Others have correctly brought cultural considerations into the equation, but have not been able to address the emotions of the issue.  Below is a brief attempt at summarizing numerous views on this consideration starting with the incorrect views and then the cultural considerations follow.

Incorrect Views on Imprecatory Psalms and Their Clash with the Love of the New Testament
First, some have tried to explain away the apparent contradiction between imprecatory psalms and the New Testament by stating that the curses called upon by the psalmist(s) is simply hyperbolic or exaggerated language for the purpose of poetic expression.  What does this mean?  It simply states that the psalmist(s) really did not want these things to happen, but they were simply “over-the-top” statements that were dramatic for effect.  The problem with this is that it fails to take the inspiration of scripture into account.  If we begin to explain away portions of scripture as not applicable because of human frailty or selfish needs, we begin to unravel the inerrancy of scripture.
Second, another view that attempts to reconcile the two is that the words of the curses were meant to be magic incantations that would bring about the manipulations of the subjects so that they would change in the way that the writer(s) desired.  This sounds like a far-out view, but you need to remember a few things.  The Jews were commanded not to even be associated with people that use magic.  They were also told to trust God and not expect anything outside of Him to do anything for their situation.  Turning to other sources was the idolatry that was even forbidden in the Ten Commandments.

Third, some try to say that the statements of the Old Testament were based upon a different system than the New Testament and, since we live in the New Testament, then the Old Testament concepts of curse and retribution and destruction do not apply today, so we should just read these psalms for their historical value and disregard them for contemporary use.  The other option is for us to recognize the imperfection of the theology and doctrine of the Old Testament and just write the Old Testament off as inferior to the theology and doctrine of the New Testament.  This fails to take into consideration Jesus’ own words when He said that not one jot or tittle of the law would pass away.  It also discounts understanding the Old Testament to understand the New Testament.  You don’t have either/or, but both/and.
Fourth, some have attempted to reconcile these two testaments by saying that the curses found in the Imprecatory Psalms was more of a prediction than a pronouncement.  For instance, when the prophets told the people that God was going to destroy Jerusalem, they were predicting what would happen.  This was not to say that they wanted it to happen, but that they had been told it would happen and were just stating what they had been told.  The problem with this view is that the Imprecatory Psalms contain requests from the psalmist for God to do the very things with which we have difficulty.  Within their context, this is clearly not a “this is going to happen” statement, but is a “God, make this happen” statement.  To try to say otherwise is to diminish the force of the verbs used and abuses the context in which they are found.

Some experts have attempted to explain away the differences between the Imprecatory Psalms of the Old Testament and the “Love Thy Enemy” ethic of the New Testament by saying that the writers of the Imprecatory Psalms were just human, and they were showing their frustration with the situation.  This is to carry the weight of saying that the portions of scripture in which we find these conflicting values are merely the feelings and musings of the writers.  For those, like the writer, that hold to both the inspiration and inerrancy of scripture, this is not a plausible explanation.  Peter says as much in 1 Peter 1:19-21.  This would eliminate this argument as a possible solution to our problem.
Another equally problematic solution to the seeming contradiction between the Imprecatory Psalms and the ethics of the New Testament is that the words of Imprecatory Psalms are not actually the words of the psalmist, but the words of others that edited the psalms and inserted their own words to express their frustration with their current situation in exile.  While it is not entirely impossible or unheard of that a later editor would add to a book of the Bible, those examples we have of such activity are first consistent with the message of the original work, second are obvious when read in context (i.e. How could Moses describe his own death in Deuteronomy?), and third are still held as authoritative as the books in which they are found.  None of these standards apply to the Imprecatory Psalms.  Additionally, the arguments under the immediately preceding section apply as well.

Seventh, it has been posited that the comments of the psalmist are national instead of personal.  Those that wish to cling to this option to solve their dilemma use the Ten Commandments as an example.  The Ten Commandments tell us not to commit murder, but God told the Israelites in other scriptures to go and kill the people of Canaan living in the land that the Israelites were to inhabit.  One, the Ten Commandments, was personal and the other was national.  The problem is that the enemies described in the Imprecatory Psalms are mentioned as having done things against the writer and not just against the entire nation.  Another issue is the use of “my” enemies and not “our” enemies.  This militates against this argument.

Eighth on the list is that some want to say that the psalmist meant that he wanted God to destroy the sin of his enemies, but not the enemies themselves.  The context nullifies this argument without comment.

Ninth, and second to last, the argument is advanced that the Imprecatory Psalms are included in the psalter as examples of emotions and behavior to be avoided.  If this were the case, should there be some indication that the emotions, or actions, were not appropriate?  Shouldn’t there be some reference in another book that condemns this behavior?  And what about Jesus calling the Pharisees a brood of vipers and telling them they would not escape the coming punishment?  If this were emotions that were to be avoided, as sin, then Jesus would have sinned.  This is not possible as He died for our sin with none of His own!
The last attempt at trying to understand the vast separation between the Old Testament and the New Testament unsatisfactorily, for the purposes of this lesson, is the attempt to say that the Imprecatory Psalms are examples of venting one’s frustration so that the person does not act upon the feelings they are having.  While this may make sense in some psychological circles, this hardly meshes with the teaching of the Bible.  First, this would make the comments of the Imprecatory Psalms not genuine wishes, but empty words.  Jesus said we would give an account for every empty word we say.  Second, it would mean that it is okay to lash out at people if we don’t mean it.  This did not work for me as a child, with my parents, and it certainly does not work with a holy God that says to let our yes mean yes and our no mean no or we might be in danger of the fires of Hell!

Cultural Considerations for Understanding the Imprecatory Psalms
Having addressed the incorrect handling of the subject of how to understand the apparent contradiction between the Old and New Testaments, let us now move on to some considerations that will help us to understand the place of the Imprecatory Psalms and, subsequently, their value for us today.  First, let us consider the place of cursing in the Ancient Near East, in the time of the psalms.  Next, we will consider legitimate curses and illegitimate curses.  In addition, we will investigate the psalms themselves to ascertain the theology of curses, the ethics of curses, the views expressed in the curses and lastly, we will look at what is communicated to use today through these psalms.
Unlike today, or maybe not all that unlike today, cursing was common.  Today, we mouth curses with no thought as to the effect of our words.  In the days of the Ancient Near East (ANE), careful thought and consideration was put into cursing as the one doing the cursing believed the curse would be carried out by God, gods, fate, etc.  Cursing was common as a part of life for people of the ANE.
Curses were very common in treaties between kings of the ANE.  In many treaties, and in fact most, there would be a clause that would cover what would happen to the parties if they failed to keep the terms of the treaty.  It would usually be something along the lines of drying up crops, lack of rain, infertility of women and animals, etc.  This was designed to provide the impetus for keeping the terms that had made peace possible between the parties to begin with.

Curses were also commonly found on monuments and obelisks after the conquering of a new land.  The conquering king would have an inscription made that would tell the story, for future generations, of how he had conquered the people of the town, village or even country.  In this inscription, the king would place as harsh a curse as possible for rebelling against his authority or refusing to pay tribute, etc.  This was to make it so that the people would remain loyal to him in his absence.

In addition to those mentioned above, curses were a normal part of court proceedings. These were aimed at preventing further infractions of the law for the accused.  Curses were common in wills, divorce proceedings, etc.   They were a normal part of a world that believed, more so than we do today, in the supernatural.  They looked at curses as enlisting the aid of their deities for assistance of protection.  Since the curses were very difficult to take back or break, they were carefully considered and carefully worded.

Cursing was not a free-for-all in the ANE.  There were legitimate curses and illegitimate curses.  Those curses that were considered legitimate were curses that were made to correct deviant behavior, to protect a nation, to protect the honor of either the nation or the god of the nation, and to punish those who had abused or broken an agreement in which they had put their promise or seal of committal.  Illegitimate curses violated these norms in one or more than one area.

In addition to right and wrong situations in which to invoke a curse, there was also a right and wrong reason to curse someone or something.  The person doing the cursing, to avoid being evil and falling into the curse they uttered against someone else, had to ensure the curse was brought for the right reason (above).  They also had to check their personal motives for the curse.  What did they hope to accomplish?  Did they want revenge on the person for personal revenge or for correction of the deficient behavior or so that the honor of God would be restored in the eyes of the people or so that their own honor would be restored?  The curse also had to be in accordance with God’s justice.  Jesus ran the moneychangers out of the temple because it was an affront to the house of God and distracted people from His worship.  
For the curse to be considered legitimate in the ANE, it had to be given for the purpose of getting people to recognize the sovereignty of the one in whose name it was given.  This would mean the offender would be encouraged to repent from the ways being cursed.  It was given with a view towards getting people to change their thinking about their behavior or belief.  The seriousness of the curse indicated the strength of the desire in the curser to see the person change their ways.  This would have been true whether a person felt like God had been offended by their behavior or even just their leader or king.
In addition to the above reasons and desired outcomes for curses lay some other assumptions about the actions that stirred the curser to action.  First, the curser must feel that there was no legitimate reason for the ill treatment that is being cursed.  Second, the curser must feel as if they are being mistreated not simply because of their relationship with the offender, but because of their representation of God, the king, or some other significant leader.  The curser also had to see themselves as not worthy or responsible for the revenge they seek through the curse.  They see this as the responsibility and prerogative of God, the king, of the leader.  That is why they curse instead of acting themselves.

While all these reasons, purposes, situations, and considerations governed the use of curses in the past, and understanding all of this helps us to understand both the curses and the intended results, there is a more pressing question for us today:  What purpose can these psalms accomplish for us today?  We will look at eight ways we can use these psalms today.

Imprecatory psalms remind us today there are some things that are evil, and we should hate these things.  I have heard people say that the only thing God hates is hate itself.  While this may make a nice bumper sticker, it hardly aligns with scripture.  Romans 9 tells us God hated Esau and loved Jacob.  Even a cursory glance at scripture tells us God hates sin, but loves the sinners that do them.  Psalm 45 says God hates wickedness.  Deuteronomy 16 says God hates false gods.  I think you get the point.  There are some things God hates and we, as followers of Him, should hate them as well.

Harkening back to our comments on Jesus overturning the moneychangers’ tables, Jesus hated doing business in the temple because this was an offense to God.  In our day, we should hate injustice perpetrated upon someone because of their skin color.  We should hate the murdering of babies and calling it choice.  We should hate the slaughter of innocent people and we should also hate stealing, murder, etc.  Imprecatory psalms challenge us to think about those things that we should hate and asks us, if even indirectly, how much we really hate that part of our former life and that which would threaten to take us over.

A by-product of being reminded that God hates sin, and hates those things that distract us from following Him with our whole heart, is that we are encouraged to search our hearts to see if we find any of that sin there.  When we hear how God inspired the psalmist to write about those that were opposed to God’s plans for His world, it causes us to ask some questions: “Which side am I on?  Which side am I working for?  Am I fully committed to serving God and His desires for my life and this world?”   We must come face to face with these questions.  Personally, I think this is the reason that none of us wants to focus on these Imprecatory psalms and why we find them so disconcerting.  Sitting in the back of our hearts is the question:  Which side am I really on?”  When we search our hearts and find Jesus there, we know whose side we are on.
Like challenging the saved to search their hearts for Jesus, the Imprecatory psalms really lay out the gauntlet for those that have yet to embrace Christ as Savior and Lord of their lives.  When they read of the punishment God has in store for those that are opposed to Him, they are challenged to ask themselves if they are ready to go through that kind of treatment.  While this may be seen today as a very negative type of evangelism (some might not even call it evangelism, since the word which we take evangelism from means “good message”), this is very much like those that followed Christ shortly after His ascension back up to Heaven.  Consider the following story that illustrates how people came to faith in Christ in the past.  Eusebius, a Greek scholar, and historian, recorded a typical event that happened around 200 AD.

A woman, named Potamiaena, was arrested for being a Christian.  She was a young woman of 17 years of age.   The judge, Aquila (not the Aquila of the Bible), ordered her to be tortured by revealing her nakedness to the crowd.  Since she was virgin, this was a particularly shameful exposure.  They tortured every part of her body and then she was sentenced to death by fire.  The soldiers decided to pour boiling tar onto her body, little by little, until she died.  She persevered until the end and not only refused to give up her faith in Christ, but also refused to accuse her oppressors.  Basilides, the soldier ordered to conduct her to the flames, believed in Christ because of her example of how she stood up against the persecution.  He believed and was tortured and killed in a like manner because of seeing what God could enable a teenage girl to endure for the sake of Christ.  (See Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, Book 6, chapter 5.)  How many of us would have become a believer if this were the price we were called to pay?  I hope many of us because the day might yet come when we face the same thing or similar.
By the standards of today, this would be the last way in the world that someone would come to faith in Christ, but it was very common in their day.  Just as a person must realize what God can do to His enemies, she must also consider what is to be faced if we persist in being enemies of God.  If the psalmist was inspired to write that he wished God would rip the babies from the wombs of the enemy and dash them on a stone, what will God do to those that are actively opposed of His very Self?

The Imprecatory psalms also clearly show the way the writer(s) viewed the sovereignty of God.  As we mentioned above, the writer considered it God’s place to avenge.  This is the same scene we see in Revelation 6:9-11, “When the Lamb broke the fifth seal, I saw underneath the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God, and because of the testimony which they had maintained; and they cried out with a loud voice, saying, ‘How long, O Lord, holy and true, will You refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on the earth?’  And there was give to each of them a white robe; and they were told that they should rest for a little while longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their brethren who were to be killed even as they had been, would be completed also.”  God’s sovereignty is shown by the fact that the psalmist(s) goes to Him for His punishment of the enemies.  It is also shown in the fact that the writer does not take it upon himself to seek revenge.  Furthermore, it shows that even the enemies of the writer(s) are at the mercy of God.  They cannot simply rise up and refuse to follow God.  They must submit to Him as He is greater than their capacity to resist.
Another attribute that is clearly seen in the Imprecatory psalms is the holiness of God.  The definition of holy is “other than”.  While this is a simple definition, it captures the essence of what is shown in these psalms.  God is not simply another being that must compete for the attention and affections of people.  He is all-powerful, all-knowing, and ever-present.  Because of this, He has the power, wisdom, and access to take the actions called for in the Imprecatory psalms.  As we grow and mature in our faith, we are sometimes tempted to forget the holiness, or “otherness” of God.  The Imprecatory psalms remind us of this in a very vivid way!

The Imprecatory psalms also show us the justice of God.  Hebrews 9 tells us, “And insomuch as it is appointed for me to die once and after this comes judgment…”  The Imprecatory psalms remind us that there is a judgment to be observed and that God is not going to merely wink at the sins that have been committed.  A quick review of scripture tells us that the punishment for sin is death and hell.  While God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9), He is not slack in judging those that are condemned already.  His judgment is going to be much worse than the few vengeful comments made in the imprecatory psalms.  These psalms remind us of the justice of God and the wickedness of humankind.
Reading the descriptions of the offenses of those that are being cursed in the imprecatory psalms reveals just a little taste of just how wicked men can be.  The offenses include mistreatment, genocide, theft, trespassing, rape, murder, slavery, and much, much more.  For us today, we see this played out every night just on a thirty-minute newscast!
While these acts show the wickedness of man, they also show the historical context in which they occurred.  This helps us to understand life in the days of the writer(s).  It also helps to confirm what is described in other parts of the Old Testament as we crosscheck the events of the imprecatory psalms against the historical records of ½ Samuel, ½ Kings, ½ Chronicles.

Features of Imprecatory Psalms:  While not all Imprecatory Psalms will have all the features listed below, they are listed below as they are indicators that you are reading and studying an Imprecatory Psalm.  James W. Sire, in his book Learning to Pray Through the Psalms, helps us to understand the structure and features that are common to imprecatory psalms on pages 149-151 as follows:
1. Cry for God’s Help – This is often simply a cry for God to listen, or hear or pay attention, etc.  This is not distinguishable from this cry in other psalms of lament or penitence.

2. Description of the Situation – This is the section of the psalm in which the writer(s) describes what the person(s) have done to abuse them.  This is the section that first begins to help the reader understand the pain that is going to permeate the rest of the psalm.  
3. Description of the Reaction to the Situation – This is the reaction of the writer(s) or their people to the abuse that is described in the description of the situation.

4. A Plea to God to Remember the Situation – This section is not intended to instruct God or remind Him of what has happened.  That would mean that there are some things that God cannot or does not know.  That would mean He is not all-knowing and hence, is not really God at all.  This is a cry to God that also shows the faith of the person calling.  They must embrace the attributes of God listed above for them to feel it is useful to cry out to Him.

5. Curse of the Enemy – This is the section that contains the shocking language we are so concerned about when it comes to imprecatory psalms.  We covered these contradictions above.

6. Statement of Confidence in God’s Response – This is often simply a statement that shows the faith of the writer(s).  This section will contain some statement that indicates the writer(s) believes God has heard and is going to act.

 Again, while not all Imprecatory Psalms will contain all the features listed above, the presence of one or more of these features is a reliable indication you are reading an Imprecatory Psalm.  Next, we will study Psalm 79, an Imprecatory Psalm.  We will do this utilizing the method listed in the introduction.

Overall Effect of the Psalm

After reading the psalm in various translations of the Bible, the following is noted about the effect of the psalm:

· The psalm takes a lot of space to describe what had happened to God’s people.

· The psalmist addresses offenses against God’s people, not just himself.

· The psalm seems to describe the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC.

· The psalm is crying to God to restore the people to their place and their city.

· The psalmist asks God to judge their enemies for the sake of His Name.

· The writer asks for the same to be done to the enemies that was done to them, but more of it.

· The writer assumes the people will follow God if He delivers them.

Note:  While you may not have gotten all these points, or may have had others, the point is that you read the psalm with an eye to see the important aspects of the psalm and measure the overall effect of the psalm based upon what you find there.

· The overall effect of the psalm is a broken man, representing a broken people, has come to the end of his means of trying to save and recover himself and is finally ready to come to God for His salvation and deliverance.  He is so desperate for God to save His people, that the writer is willing to commit the people to following God.  This is something they have not been doing and was the cause of their current situation.
Structure of the Psalm

Having looked for the overall effect of this Imprecatory Psalm, next we will attempt to outline the Psalm with a functional outline.  Don’t worry if your outline does not match exactly, but you need to know why you outlined it the way you did.

I. Cry for God to Answer (v. 1a)

II. Abuse of God’s Inheritance (vv. 1b-3)

III. Results of the Abuse (v. 4)

IV. Cry For God’s Judgment (vv. 5-7)

V. Cry For God’s Forgiveness (vv. 8-9)

VI. Results of Forgiveness (vv. 10-11)

VII. Curse of the Offenders (v. 12)

VIII. Looking Forward With Faith to God’s Answer (v. 13)
Features of the Psalm and Their Effect

The features of each type of psalm will differ.  The features for an Imprecatory Psalm are listed above.  Simply look through the list of possible features and see if you can locate them in this psalm.  Keep in mind that not every psalm will have every feature.  This is where we turn a corner and begin to get more subjective with the Psalm.  This asks the reader to look at the Psalm and give their reaction to the figures of speech.  Simply list those you find and your reactions to each one.  See below for the examples from Psalm 79:

Cry for God’s Help

“O God…” (v. 1a)

· While this may seem like a stretch to think these two words have any significance other than to indicate who is being addressed, but given the historical context of the psalm, these two words are significant.  If the psalm is indeed addressed to God after the destruction of Israel, then the fact that the people are crying out to God indicate that they may be ready to repent from the actions and beliefs that had caused their judgment.  They are tired of relying on their own power and are now ready for God to deliver them instead.

“Do not remember the iniquities of our forefathers against us; Let Your compassion come quickly to meet us, for we are brought very low.  Help us, O God of our salvation, for the glory of Your name; and deliver us and forgive our sins for Your name’s sake.” (vv. 8-9)
· The writer is careful to mention that he wants God to forgive the Jews of their sins against God so that, when God answers the prayer to judge their enemies, they will not be swept away in the flood.  This is important to note because it indicates the repentance and acknowledgement of the sins of the Jews that had landed them in their situation.  It also shows they are ready to turn to God and follow Him if He will forgive them.  Notice the reason for this request, and the curses to follow, is the glory of God or for the sake of His name throughout the world.  It is not ONLY for revenge, although this certainly seems to be part of the request.

Description of the Situation

“They have defiled Your holy temple; they have laid Jerusalem in ruins.”  (v. 1b)

· The writer starts by addressing what the enemies have done to the temple (the dwelling place of God) and Jerusalem (the holy city of God’s people).  This shows that enemy has conquered the people and defiled their land.  The destruction of the temple, specifically, helps us to understand the timeframe in which this psalm is written.  In addition, it shows the focus on the psalm is not a personal vendetta, but an offense against God by being against His people and the land He had given them.

“They have given the dead bodies of Your servants for food to the birds of the heavens.  The flesh of Your godly ones to the beasts of the earth.  They have poured out their blood like water round about Jerusalem; and there was no one to bury them.”  (vv. 2-3)

· The writer next addresses what the enemies had done to the people themselves.  This continues his outrage against what has been done to God’s people.  This time; however, makes it more personal.  Now the wrong that was done was not against some buildings, inventory, or even cattle, but against PEOPLE!  And not just people, but GOD’S PEOPLE!  The things done against them were predicted by the prophets, but are still wrong and are providing the enemy with an opportunity to blaspheme God.
Reaction to the Situation

“We have become a reproach to our neighbors, a scoffing and derision to those around us.” (v. 4)

· While some psalms will have the reaction of the writer, this psalm talks about the reaction of the nations around the writer.  This is the blasphemy of God that the writer was building towards.  The way of thinking of the enemies was, “If we can do this to God’s people without God’s revenge, then we must be more powerful than God’s people.  We must be more powerful than God Himself!”  The writer was offended for God and was asking God to do something about it.

“Why should the nations say, “Where is their God?” (v. 10a)

· This is more than a statement that their God might be missing.  Like Elijah’s jeering of the prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18, this is a statement that the God of the Jews is not powerful enough, or even real, to be able to save them from their predicament.  This reaction is the cause of the curse that is to follow.

Curse of the Enemy

“How long, O Lord?  Will You be angry forever?  Will You jealousy burn like fire?  Pour out Your wrath upon the nations which do not know You, and upon the kingdoms which do not call upon Your name.  For they have devoured Jacob and laid waste his habitation.”  (vv. 5-7)

· The first curse the writer asks God to deliver upon the enemies is to unleash His wrath upon the nations.  This is not specific, but the writer will continue to give some suggestions for how this might be lived out.  Notice that the writer is careful to mention that he desires this treatment only for those nations that do not worship God.  He is assuming that the people of Israel have learned their lesson and are ready to follow God.
“Let there be known among the nations in our sight, vengeance for the blood of Your servants has been shed.  Let the groaning of the prisoner come before You; according to the greatness of Your power preserve those who are doomed to die.  And return to our neighbors sevenfold into their bosom the reproach with which they have reproached You, O Lord.”  (vv. 10b-12)
· These verses give the reason for the request again.  The writer wants God to act so that the world will know there is God that is THE GOD!  He also wants God to avenge those that were slain, to release those that are in prison and save those that have been sentenced to death wrongly.  This is not purely for the social justice angle.  This is because these people have blasphemed God and do not deserve to have the rest of the world think they are so powerful.  The concern is for the reputation and glory of God.  Notice that the writer is asking God to do to the enemies what they had done to them.  This is in keeping with the Old Testament concept of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, but also notice that the writer asks God to do this seven times over.  This means that he wants God to destroy them and leave them all dead.  Kill them all and let the birds and dogs eat all their bodies, etc.  He wants them wiped out!
Statement of Confidence in God’s Response

“So we Your people and the sheep of Your pasture will give thanks to You forever; to all generations we will tell of Your praise.”  (v. 13)

· The writer ends the psalm with a statement of what it will be like and how the people will respond when God answers their prayers.  The writer is basically stating (and promising) that the people will turn back to worship God as He deserves.  They will no longer stray as they did when they were judged and got into their current circumstances.  Furthermore, they will pass along the story to future generations.  Since we are part of those future generations, they at least carried out part of their promise.

Themes and Theology in the Psalm

This is the part where people tend to be intimidated just a little.  Most people think that theology is only something for the theologian.  The definition of theology is simply the study of God.  Every time you read God’s word, you are studying God and, hence, are a theologian.  What we are looking for in this section is (1) what does the Psalm say about God and (2) what does it say about our relationship with Him?

· This psalm describes God as a judge that does punish sin.

· This psalm describes God as ready to forgive sin if we will ask.

· This psalm describes God as more powerful than the most powerful world power.

· This psalm describes God as in charge of the actions of the kingdoms of the world.

· This psalm describes God as willing to allow His people to suffer to help them understand and grasp their sin.

· This psalm describes God as unwilling to share His fame and glory with another.
· This psalm reminds us that an attack on God’s people is an attack on God Himself.

· The relationship presented in this psalm is one between the judge of the world and those suffering under his judgment.

· It also is presented as master to servant and people to God.

One last question,

How Do I Apply This to My Life?
This will be the most personal answer and may not come right when you are studying the psalm.  Other times, it will be so obvious that you will know the answer to this question before you know the others.  Below is some of the possible ways this could be applied:

· If I am struggling in my faith because it seems that the wicked get away with murder while I get caught doing anything, I can be reminded that God is the judge and will have His day of justice.
· If I am confused or hurt by difficulty I am going through, I am reminded to turn to God for the answers and the deliverance.

· I am encouraged to search my life for any sinful attitudes or actions I might find there.

· If I am growing impatient for God to work in my life, I am reminded that He does not operate on my timeframe.  I am on His.

· If I am being maligned for my faith, or rejected in my evangelism efforts, I am reminded they are not rejecting me, but the One Who sent me.

As you can tell from this study of Psalm 79, this is not a casual glance of a nice passage, with a few fleeting thoughts.  This is a study of this Psalm to ascertain God’s will for both including it in the Bible and for having you read it.  Now let’s try this process on another Psalm.  This time, you work through the answers on your own.  You may wish to copy the following worksheet into a notebook or make copies to allow you to work through it.  You have permission to do so.

It’s My Turn

Psalm:  Psalm 137

Author:   

Read through the Psalm in different translations and list the translations read below:

Overall Effect of the Psalm

When I read through this Psalm, what is the big picture that is presented here?  What is the Psalm trying to teach?

Structure of the Psalm

Outline the Psalm as best you can or just write down significant thoughts contained in the Psalm.
Features of the Psalm

Cry for God’s Help

Description of the Situation

A Plea to God to Remember the Situation

Curse of the Enemy

Statement of Confidence in God’s Response

Themes and Theology in the Psalm

How Do I Apply This to My Life?

After you work through the Psalm on your own, you may turn to the back of the lesson for an example of answers to these questions, about the Psalm.

It’s My Turn

Psalm:  Psalm 137

Author:   Unknown
Read through the Psalm in different translations and list the translations read below:

Overall Effect of the Psalm

When I read through this Psalm, what is the big picture that is presented here?  What is the Psalm trying to teach?

· The psalm mentions that the people were by the rivers in Babylon.
· The timeframe for the psalm seems to be during the time of Daniel.

· The people longed to return to Jerusalem.

· The psalm asks for God to judge Edom, even though the people are in Babylon.

· The psalm describes Edom as a daughter of Babylon even though the Edomites were the relatives of the Jews.

· The psalm contains a brutal image of ripping babies from the womb and dashing them on rocks.  This is both graphic and gross!

· The overall effect of the Psalm is the bitter cry of a people that have been conquered, hauled off into exile and abused while their relatives sat by and not only did nothing to help, but abused them alongside their conquerors.

Structure of the Psalm

Outline the Psalm as best you can or just write down significant thoughts contained in the Psalm.
I. The Misery of the Defeated (vv. 1-3)

II. The Resolve of the Discouraged (vv. 4-6)

III. The Cry of the Disavowed (vv. 7-9)

Features of the Psalm

Cry for God’s Help

None
Description of the Situation

“By the rivers of Babylon, there sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion.  Upon the willows in the midst of it we hung our harps.  For there our captors demanded of us songs, and our tormentors mirth, saying, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’”  (vv. 1-3)
· These few verses describe quite a bit of the situation the Jews faced at the time of the writing of this psalm.  First, they were not in Jerusalem, but were in Babylon.  This means they had been conquered and removed from their land.  This was only after the more peaceful attempts of the Babylonian kings to allow them to remain the land as vassals.  Second, it tells of people depressed so much so that they were not even playing their harps to encourage one another.  Last, it tells of the jabs of derision being thrown at them by their captors.  This draws quite a bleak picture about what was going on.
A Plea to God to Remember the Situation

“Remember, O Lord…” (v. 7a)
· While this is actually a part of the curse, it is also an indication of where the psalmist is turning for his assistance.

Curse of the Enemy

“…against, the sons of Edom the day of Jerusalem, who said, ‘Raze it, raze it to its very foundation.’  O daughter of Babylon, you devastated one, how blessed will be the one who repays you with the recompense with which you have repaid us.  How blessed will be the one who seizes and dashes your little ones against the rock.”  (vv. 7b-9)
· First, the curse is against Edom, not Babylon.  Edom had not been the conqueror, but had also not been the savior, when they could have helped, they did nothing.  They did worse than nothing.  They actually joined in with the enemies!  They are called a daughter of Babylon, which is a term that means they served the purposes of Babylon and were basically little girls when it came to opposing them.  The curse is for God to repay them with the same treatment.  In addition, the writer asks that God would cause people to rip their babies from the wombs and dash their heads on the rocks.  What is the writer asking God for?  He is asking that God repay them for the deeds they performed and to do so exactly as had been done to them.  They are asking for God’s justice to be righted.  They had seen their little ones killed before their eyes and this was burned into their brains.  They wanted God to get even for them.

Statement of Confidence in God’s Response

“How can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?  If I forget you, O Jerusalem, may my right hand forget her skill.  May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do not exalt Jerusalem above my chief joy.”  (vv. 4-6)
· You may wonder how this is a statement of confidence.  If the people did not expect God to answer and to bring them back to Jerusalem, there would be no reason to remember it.  The writer says he would rather lose his ability to work and produce wealth or even talk (two activities which are very important to Jews even today) than to forget Jerusalem.  This was God’s city for God’s people in which was God’s temple for God’s worship.

Themes and Theology in the Psalm

· This psalm shows God’s holiness as other than we are in that He had His own reasons for allowing His people to be in exile.
· This psalm also shows God’s superintendence over the actions of the nations of the world as He had to allow them to do this and then was asked to flex His might in delivering them.

· This psalm describes the consistency of God.  Even though the Jews were in exile, they still believed God kept His word about them being His people and Him being willing to protect and deliver them.

· This psalm demonstrates the justice of God to repay for the evil committed.

· The relationship between God and the people of Psalm 137 was one of parent to child and One, True God to chosen people.

How Do I Apply This to My Life?

· If I am tempted to give in to sin, I need to remember that God gets His way eventually.
· If I am upset about the way Christians are being treated around the world, I can realize God is still on the throne and will act in His time.

· When I am tempted to think that God does not care, I can be reminded that He loves me more than I can know and is even willing to let me experience discomfort if it is what is best for me.

· If I am mistreated by those closest to me, I can know this is not right and God has noticed.

For additional study:

If you would like more practice on studying and understanding Historical Psalms, consider working through some of the remaining Historical Psalms listed above.

Share what you have learned from this lesson with someone that may not be studying with you.

Psalm 137:  God, Take My Side!
1. Who is the author of this psalm?
2. Why is this significant?

3. Where was the writer of the psalm located when he this psalm was written?

4. Why was the writer(s) upset when writing this psalm?

5. What were harps used for in the day of the writing of this psalm?
6. What does it mean that the harps of the people were hung up?

7. What is Zion?

8. Why were the captors of the people asking them to sing songs of Zion?

9. How did the writer(s) respond to the demands of their captors?

10. Who were the captors that were demanding the captives to sing?

11. Who does the writer(s) ask God to curse?

12. Why does the writer(s) ask God to curse them?

13. Who would you expect the writer(s) to curse?

14. What curse does the writer(s) ask God to bring on them?

15. What does it mean that they wanted to be able to dash the children of the enemy against the rock?

16. In your own words, explain how we are to understand this verse in light of the New Testament ethic of loving your neighbor:

17. Read the following passage and summarize what Edom had done to the Israelites:

a. Numbers 20:14-21

b. Amos 1:11-15

c. Obadiah

18. What “enemies” are you facing right now in your life?
19. How should you react to those “enemies”?

20. Write your prayer for your “enemies” below:

21. What needs to change in your life as a result of studying this psalm?

22. List any unanswered questions below:
im•pre•cate \ˈim-pri-ˌkāt\ verb


im•pre•cat•ed; im•pre•cat•ing


[Latin imprecatus, past participle of imprecari, from in- + precari to pray — more at pray]


(1613)


transitive verb


: to invoke evil on: curse


intransitive verb


: to utter curses


im•pre•ca•tion \ˌim-pri-ˈkā-shən\ noun


(15th century)


1: curse


2: the act of imprecating


— im•pre•ca•to•ry \ˈim-pri-kə-ˌtōr-ē, im-ˈpre-kə-, -ˌtȯr-\ adjective











Reminder!


Not all features will be included in every Psalm.  Don’t frustrate yourself looking for what is not there.  What is there should jump out at you, after a while.  Write those down and move on.








