Down By the River 

Jer 29:4-7, 10-11 "Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5 Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. 6 Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. 7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.  . . . 10 "For thus says the Lord: When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place. 11  For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. ESV

Ps 137:1-4 By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion. 2 On the willows there we hung up our lyres. 3 For there our captors required of us songs, and our tormentors, mirth, saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!" 4  How shall we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land? ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

For the first few years of my father’s pastorate in South Louisiana, the old church building had no baptistery and the custom was for everyone to load up and go down to the riverside to baptize people.  When we built the new church, we included a baptistery and my father was particularly thankful for it when, say, a bunch of people needed to be baptized in the mid of winter, but I have some fond memories of some of those old-style baptismal services.  They were fun – particularly if the weather was warm – and everyone would gather around on the bank’s edge and Sis. Mary Jane would play the guitar and sing songs about going down to the river.  Songs like:

Let’s all go down to the river,

There’s a man walking on the water,

Come along with me, for I want to see,

The man walking on the water.

I never saw any man walking on the water, but we often saw people on jet skis stop and bow their head in reverence while the impromptu baptismal service take place.  We also had a snake come by once and a few other memorable happenings.  If it was cold, people would stay in their cars and honk their horns to say, “hallelujah!”  

I cannot remember all of the “river” songs that Sis. Mary Jane sang, but she had a whole passel of them.  Kirk Franklin redid one of them a few years ago in “Let’s Go Down to the Riverside.”  And although the words were basically the same, his version sounded quite a bit different than Sis. Mary Jane’s.  I think it goes something like this:

Let’s all go down to the riverside,

Leave our troubles all behind,

We can ease our worried minds,

Down, by the riverside.
I have since learned something that I didn’t know as a kid and that is why there are so many Christian songs about the riverside.  Because even in Biblical days, if the Jewish people lived in a foreign land or were some distance away from the temple and – later – if there were no synagogues where they were, it was customary for them to go on the Sabbath to a local river bank and there, at the riverside, they would worship and hold a service.  It was in Philippi that we read in one of the Apostle Paul’s missionary journeys:

Acts 16:13 And on the Sabbath day we went outside the gate to the riverside, where we supposed there was a place of prayer, and we sat down and spoke to the women who had come together. ESV  

From this impromptu service at the riverside came Lydia’s conversion and then her whole family won to God and then a church was established in this Grecian town!  Paul and Luke and company went down to the riverside on the Sabbath because they supposed that there would be some sort of service or prayer meeting already going on.  And so the riverside came to represent a place of pleasant memories and of time spent worshipping God.  

_______________________________________________________________________

In the first few verses of the 137th Psalm that we chose as a text, we read of what should have been such a riverside experience.  It happened while the Jewish people were in exile to Babylon – that is, they had been carried away into captivity by Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, and God had orchestrated this whole thing because of their idolatry and sinfulness in worshipping other gods.  Jerusalem was destroyed, the temple demolished, and the people carried away to live in this distant land and God decreed that they would be there for seventy years.  Viewed from God’s perspective, having them carried away to Babylon was a way of getting idolatry out of Israel once and for all, and it worked.  Sometimes the best lessons learned are those which are lived the hard way!

One good thing about Babylon was that it was a land of rivers and canals and so there was no shortage of riversides around for the Israelites to use.  From other scriptures, we know that many of the Israelites settled around the river Chebar and so a riverside setting was very close by.  History records that Israel held their worship services at such places and the prophet Ezekiel saw his great visions of heaven and the strange angelic creatures while with a group of the exiles on the riverside.  

But this riverside experience as recorded in our text ended up being a far cry from what it should have been and not at all what God had in mind.  Because it turned out that:

Ps 137:1-4 By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion. 2 On the willows there we hung up our lyres. 3 For there our captors required of us songs, and our tormentors, mirth, saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!" 4  How shall we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land? ESV

Instead of prayer and instead of worship and instead of a strengthening experience, this meeting quickly deteriorated into a pity party.  A group of the Israelites came together as the custom was by the riverside and yet they did not raise hands toward heaven and call out to Jehovah, but instead sat down and begin crying.  They began to weep as they remembered Zion – meaning the city of Jerusalem – and what had happened to it and its present state of desolation.  They had brought their lyres – a harp-like instrument with strings and the forerunner of our modern guitar – and yet this time they let their emotions rule the day and they did not play them as they had intended, choosing instead to hang them on the branches of the willow trees that were so common by the riverside.  

Apparently it had quickly become a custom for some of the local inhabitants to come join them on the Sabbath days and enjoy the music and even join them in prayer.  And yet when the Babylonians had asked for a song, the attitude of the Jewish people was revolting and they asked in their emotional state, “how can we sing the song of the Lord in a strange land?”  And then, letting their emotions get the best of them, they vented on God and the Babylonians for the remainder of the psalm, calling down curses on the local inhabitants and justifying their feelings of superiority and their lack of prayer and worship because of their strong feelings for Jerusalem and the Promised Land.  

Their response was overkill and overdone and uncalled for.  First of all, their language in describing the Babylonians at their service were largely demeaning and inaccurate.  They called them “captors” and “tormentors” and said that they asked for the songs “in mirth” automatically assuming the worst of intentions for the Babylonians coming to the service.  Second of all, for all of their captivity, the Israelites had it good in Babylon.  They were allowed to work jobs and the smartest of them like Daniel and his friends were trained – the Old Testament equivalent of getting free college – and given positions of leadership within the kingdom.  There is no evidence of torture or torment of Israel.  In fact, later in the tenure, when the Israelites were allowed to return, many of them would choose to stay in Babylon because they had it so good.  

We read in our other text where the prophet Jeremiah told them the Word of God and gave them directions on living in Babylon before they left.  God told them to plant crops and vineyards and build houses and make a life of it.  He told them to multiply while there and to make sure that they did not decrease and then He said:

Jer 29:7, 10-11 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. . . . 10 "For thus says the Lord: When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place. 11 For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. ESV       

God says, “Live and look forward with hope because I’m behind this and there is a purpose to it!  And reach out to the city where I send you and pray for them!”  This was to be a positive thing and although change is always tough, it was their sins and idolatry that had caused God to go to such extremes and yet in their judgment, God was merciful.  This is no Pharaoh and Egypt and whips and chains, but is God blessing them and setting them up to bless them even greater when they return to Jerusalem one day.  

And yet here at the riverside, they are not prospering and they are not viewing it as sojourn from which they will leave blessed, and they are not looking forward to the plans that God has for them but rather instead of praying and worshipping, they sit and weep and they focus on the past destruction of Jerusalem and then when the locals who have joined them ask to hear the songs of the Lord, they refuse to play them, hang their musical instruments up in the trees, and then go off on the people around them in a self-righteous zeal.  Rather than praying for the city, they are demeaning and cutting towards the  Babylonians who have showed an interest in their God and their worship.  These locals who have come to this service were not the ones that came and forced them to come to this land.  These people are not military drill instructors, but are normal, heathen people who have become friendly with the Israelites and who have taken the time and made the effort to get up on a Sabbath day to come learn about Jehovah God by attending the Jewish people’s services.  Something within them has drawn them to learn of the Jewish people’s worship and yet instead of songs and praise and prayer and the Word being taught, the Babylonians come on this particular Sabbath and get despair, despondency, and depression.  Clearly, things are not as God intended nor as they should have been.  The people have gone to the riverside, but instead of being strengthened and being a strength, they have let themselves sink lower and lower.  They are “down by the riverside” in more ways than one.  And it was not the will of God for them to go down to the riverside to get down.  Yet down they were.
_______________________________________________________________________

You and I have much in common with these Jewish people of our text that were in exile.  Because we, too, are destined for the Promised Place of heaven and a great eternity.  We are on this earth, but as Hebrews said, we are just sojourners – people that are passing through.  The old song used to say:

This world is not my home, I’m just a passing through.

My treasures are laid up, somewhere beyond the blue,

The angels beckon me, from heaven’s open door,

And I can’t feel at home in this world anymore.


This world is not our final destination.  We have a dual citizenship earth and heaven!  We must live in this world while yet not really being a part of this world.  And because of some of our forbearer’s decisions we have to live in an imperfect world with things that are not always the most pleasant or how we wished they were.  

But let me remind you, pilgrims in exile, that you have a Word from God promising that this time on earth can be prosperous and that you should realize that God will cause it to work together for something good, even the things that seem negative!  And that this will be a time where we get ready for the New Jerusalem that will soon be built!  And so God wants you to still come together and worship Him and seek Him, even while in this foreign and strange land of which we are not really at home!  

The words of our text are then instructive because they give us the step-by-step decline of how Israel did the opposite of what God wanted and became “down” even though they were at the riverside.  Despite the great river of God’s promises and blessings, the devil wants you and I to follow a similar progression of depression and he would have you make the mistakes of the people of our text!  And so this first part of the 137th Psalm give us a step-by-step progression of how to get depressed and down in this life.  If you want to be “down” in this life, then here’s how to do it; notice first that you must:

Hang around with people who are depressed about life.

The text said that “we” were at the rivers of Babylon, indicating that there were more than one gathered together who did all of this.  The way you start the progression of depression and despondency is to surround yourself with other people who are “down” people.  People can be simply categorized as either “basement people” or “balcony people” – that is, after you have been around them, you are either buoyed and lifted in your spirits and your walk with God and your outlook, or you are either brought down by their influence!  The devil wants you to hang around the latter, because he knows that if you are always around people who are “down” about the rivers of life, then you will be affected by them and become “down” too.  And getting with them and hanging out with them is just setting you up to take the next step and that is he wants you to then 


Sit down in life.

They congregated by the rivers of Babylon but because of their despondency, they “sat down.”  Such is what the devil wants you to do in this life, also.  He wants you to sit down:  to not stand and fight for any cause worth fighting for and certainly not for truth!  To sit down:  To not advance in life and move forward from things.  To sit down:  to not dream and to give up hope that things can be different or better and to stop striving for your goals that are the highest and loftiest.  To sit down and settle for the things that are only at the lowest levels and convince yourself that you cannot reach anything higher. 

And when you sit down, he then wants you to go on to the next step and that is to:

Let your feelings of emotional hurt, pains, and unfairness take control and override everything else.

Our text said that they sat down and wept.  Instead of singing songs of worship, they cried tears of regret.  Instead of gladness and rejoicing, they mourned and lamented their situation.  There are times that tears are appropriate and that we grieve and rightfully so.  But never forget that times of pain and down moments of life want to overtake us so that they control our life and destroy our faith.  

After Jesus’ resurrection, Mary went back to the tomb and she let her emotions take over to the point that she begin to weep so strongly about Jesus being gone that she didn’t even recognize Him when He walked up to her and spoke to her.  The scriptures say that she carried on a conversation with Him and yet “supposed Him to be the gardener!”  What did she feel inside?  She felt confused, as if she had been wronged unfairly, as if she had been played the fool, as if she had been traumatized, as if her hope of living had been destroyed.  And as she let her emotions take control, they told her the worst possible scenario of the situation.  She hadn’t wept so hard before she knew the tomb was empty.  She had kept her emotions in check as she talked with the ladies about how they would roll the stone away.  But after she saw the tomb was empty, her emotions took over and assumed the worse.  And they blinded her to the possibility that there was something good happening here and not the bad scenario that she envisioned in her worked-up state.  And when Jesus, Himself, stood before her talking to her, she was so blinded by her emotions that she failed to recognize Him!  

Your emotions are natural and tears are a gift from God and some times appropriate.  But beware letting your emotional feelings of loss and pain destroy you by taking over your life!  Because your tears and your giving in to those feelings of hopelessness can separate you from God and keep you from seeing that God is actually doing something great!  And they can keep you from recognizing the presence of God when He is actually near by!  The devil says, “give into your feelings of loss and pain and the feelings of unfairness and let them vent through you.”  But God says, “reign those things in and realize that I’m in charge and it will not end as your flesh envisions!  Recognize that I am with you and identify my hand working in your life to do something miraculous!”  The devil wants you to give in to the emotions, because he knows that you will quickly progress to the next step in this progression of depression and that is to:


Focus on the past and emphasize the negative!

They wept when “they remembered Zion.”  They remembered how their homes had been destroyed.  They remembered the city in its ruin and the temple in its destruction.  And they began to focus on that.  Forget the word of God that said that it would be rebuilt and that they would return.  Forget their current blessings and how it is not nearly as bad as they had anticipated.  Forget that God is doing a work amongst them at that moment, and forget about all of the great things that God has and is doing for them.  They just focused on the negative and the painful past.  They let their thoughts be filled with such things.  They relived it over and over.  And then they were done, because the next step of the progression of depression quickly comes after you begin to emphasize the negative and that is they:

Stop praising and worshipping God.

They hung their lyres and harps on the trees and refused to play and refused to sing.  They said, “how can we sing the songs of God in a foreign land?”  In modern terms, that phrase sounds like this:  “how can we praise and worship God with all of our heart, when our lives are not perfect and we have had to endure some things and everything isn’t hunky dory!”  “How can we praise God when I’ve had a rough week, preacher, and got all of this stuff on my mind?”  And at this point they were sunk and so you will be too if you ever let the enemy talk you into hanging up your praise and worship because of your emotional feelings of hopelessness and depression.  Because without praise and worship, you truly lose all point of living because you were created to do that!  And without praise and worship, you lose all means to ever rise above the depression and so you are sunk and you are stuck and you are truly “down by the river!”  

And then the will of the enemy will be accomplished because your low and down state will likewise cause you to: 
 

Read negativity into other people’s actions that are not really there.

Just as the Israelites had a harsh view of their neighbors who wanted to hear the songs of God and yet were very unjustified in such views, so will such a progression of depression cause you to misread people’s intentions and actions toward you.  People who have progressed to being “down by the river” get offended at everything and assume that everyone is out to get them.  They begin to believe in the worst in mankind and nothing can console them.  And the result is that people that they should be having a positive impact upon are instead pushed away and then the isolation leads to greater loneliness and that loneliness leads to greater depression and hopelessness and the end result is that our time in this foreign world does not produce or become what God intended for it to be.  And we sell ourselves short by progressing to being “down by the river!”  

_______________________________________________________________________

Beware falling into such a progression in your life, and realize that this incident of our text was recorded for us to learn a positive lesson because just as following it step by step will lead to us being “down by the river” and depressed and living less than the abundant life that God intended, so will following the steps in the opposite way lead us to the abundant happy life that God intended despite of being in exile here in this world!  If you want to be the opposite of depressed and despondent, then these verses outline what we need to do:

Hang around people who are excited about the kingdom of God and happy in life.

Solomon told us:

Prov 22:24-25 Do not make friends with a hot-tempered man, do not associate with one easily angered, 25 or you may learn his ways and get yourself ensnared. NIV   

That is, choose your friends and acquaintances carefully, because you will learn their ways and they will impact you and rub off on you!  If you want to have a Godly and happy view of this time spent in this world, then find people to hang around with that view life through God’s eyes and who are happy in life!  Talking about taking the first steps to being the opposite of “down by the river!”  And then, once you choose to willfully spend your time around positive people, then progress to:

Stand for something!

Get involved in a cause that’s greater than your own.  Live your life with something else in mind.  Get hold of truth and stand for it!  Jump into the kingdom of God and get involved and fight for God’s ways and methods and agenda!  Stand up – don’t sit!  It’s not time for giving up hope and to stop striving and reaching upward, but it’s time to stand and jump and climb and get our eyes back upward!  And then once you stand for something:

Let your emotions of joy and gladness, take over your view of life! 

Don’t saddle them and don’t curb them or reign them in.  With the same exuberance that Mary and the children of Israel wept, so you must give in to laughter and joy and happiness!  The kingdom of God is “righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost” – get full of the Spirit and let it take over your life!  It will cause you to be blinded to the negativity of situations and will let you easily see God in everything and through everything!  Get happy and be an overcomer through the Spirit of God!  And then:

Focus on the future and the positive things.  

They wept when they remembered the past destruction of Jerusalem.  We should rejoice when we think of the future blessings and eternity that await us in our New Jerusalem!  Focus on the positive things and minimize the negative!  Remember that people rarely live in the present for the present.  But we usually either live in the present according to the past that we remember and with the negative past firmly in our minds, or we live in the present with our sights yet forward into the future and what is coming onward and what is positive!  Choose to be someone who lives today with heaven and a glorious future in God in mind.  And remember that He said:

Jer 29:11  For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. ESV

There used to be an old song that had much truth in it (I don’t know why I’m on a song kick in this sermon!) and it went something like this:

You've got to accentuate the positive;  Eliminate the negative

Latch on to the affirmative;  Don't mess with Mister In-Between

You've got to spread joy up to the maximum;  Bring gloom down to the minimum

Have faith or pandemonium; Liable to walk upon the scene

(To illustrate this last remark, Jonah in the whale, Noah in the ark

What did they do just when everything looked so dark)

Man, they said we better  Accentuate the positive;  Eliminate the negative

Latch on to the affirmative; Don't mess with Mister In-Between

No, don’t mess with Mister In-Between

And yes, this applies to Christians!  Why are we so quick to focus on the negative and let the skinny cows eat up the good, fat ones?  Why are we so apt to notice the negative and let it take control of our mind until it consumes us?  We need to let the joy the Lord become our strength!  Because if you will emphasize the positive, then you will:

Always have a praise for God!

The lyres and harps will never be hung upon the trees and you will be able to even sing the songs of God in this ungodly world.  Your praise will get you through things that would have destroyed you otherwise!  Make up in your mind that you will praise God no matter what comes, no matter what happens in life!  This life is just a passing exile, and the reality will be heaven!  Focus on the future and you can praise God through anything!  Don’t let the enemy steal your praise and worship!  Learn to sing the songs of God in a strange and ungodly world!  Because to do so will mean that you:

Always keep in sight the winning of others to our God.

Never forget that there are people around you, “natives and locals” of this sinful earth that need to hear your singing of the songs of Zion!  There is something within them that draws them to watch you and to learn of this God you serve and yet if you hang it up, they will never know Him for themselves!  Not everybody is in sin because they want to be – there are some who just need the opportunity to learn a different way – don’t let your feelings get jaded until you read negativity and lack of interest into people’s response to God!  Get on fire for God, let His Spirit have His way, and remember that there are others that are around you that need what you’ve got!  When you go down by the river, don’t get down!  Get happy and stay happy!  You will do so and you will fulfill the desires and plans of God for you in this life if you will do the opposite of what the Israelites did down by the river!  

_______________________________________________________________________

I close this message by pointing out that there yet one more way that our text is instructive.  Because they were likely gathering by the river for a religious meeting, then these verses are a tell-tale teaching on what a church service should never be like!  The truth is that when we gather together, we come in close proximity to the river of the Spirit of God because that is always a representation of the Spirit in scripture!  When we meet to have church, it’s always “by the river” of the Holy Ghost!  And as such, what happened in our text should never happen in one of our services!  

Church should never be characterized by sitting down!

That is, church is not about people coming and being spectators and onlookers but is about participation!  This is not about you coming watching others perform.  Our music is not for you, but for God and you are the performers who should be following our leading and singing for God.  God is the audience:  He’s the One who is sat down on His throne!  We should be the ones actively involved!  

Church should never be characterized by a lack of joy.

There are times where it is appropriate to weep, but that shouldn’t be all that church is.  And certainly, we have much to be happy about and to celebrate!  Paul would have never commanded us to “rejoice in the Lord always” if we didn’t always have a reason to rejoice!  Church shouldn’t always be serious and tight and it shouldn’t always be sad and weepy.  Such things are appropriate at times, but it should also have a mix of happiness!  

Church should never be only be a remembering of how things used to be.

I’ve been in churches where they only point to the service was to talk about how good God used to be and to talk about what great things God used to do!  And yet there was zero expectancy of God doing anything in the here and now!  Give God thanks for yesteryear, but realize that same God has not changed and is here to do something great for us in the present!  Let God move now as powerful as He did back then!    

Church should never be a place where there is no praise and worship!  

It’s always appropriate to take the musical instruments down, tune them up, and sing the songs of the Lord in church!  It’s always the right time to praise God!  It’s always in order to worship God with all of your heart!  And finally,

Church should never be a place where it is only about ourselves and where others that need to learn of God are not taken into account.

Church was never intended to survive in “maintenance mode” with no new blood.  Every church service, no matter what the sermon and no matter what day of the week, ought to provide an opportunity for someone new to be able to learn of God, learn to praise Him, learn to pray, repent of their sins, be baptized in Jesus’ name, and receive the Holy Spirit!  Don’t forget about those who are not yet apart who are yet often among us when we join to conduct our service by the river of God’s Spirit!  They need to learn of Him as you once did!  And that’s the point!  

To quote the words of yet another old song:  “come let us gather at the river” and let us not come together “down by the river” to be “down,” but let us come together to live as God has desired!  Praise Him and be joyful despite living in this sinful earth because it’s only for a short time!  In the meantime, let God move, and sing His songs and give Him praise, “down by the river!”  

