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PSALM 69:  ON FASTING 
…WHAT DAVID KNEW [& WHAT WE MUST KNOW]  

 

 
 
Fasting – we know the concept.  
 

 
 
Book II of the Psalms begins with the Korah songs, Psalms 42-49.  
But in Book II, David Psalms still predominate.  
 
The Korah Psalms however set the scene by describing life as one long act of desiring rightly: 
 

As the deer pants for streams of water, 
so my soul pants for you, my God. 

2 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 
When can I go and meet with God? (Psalm 42.1-2) 

 
Psalm 69, which we are examining today, is a David Psalm and has something to teach us 
about prayer and fasting, which was the practice David used to specifically oriented his 
desires.   
 
Why did David fast? He fasted because fasting is how one defeats pride. St. Bernard of 
Clairvaux defined pride as  
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“being in love with your own specialness.”  
Here’s Haman!  
 
In this era of identity politics we might take cognizance of how pride operates in us to set us 
off from others and to demand from them recognition of my “specialness.”  
 
We’d like to say we Christians know nothing of pride but – if I hadn’t needed to defeat pride, 
why did I need Jesus? No. We must fast because each of us believes too much in our “own 
specialness”! 
 
The context of Psalm 69 in which David mentions his fasting is his being surrounded by his 
enemies, but his also being humble enough to seek a solution by prayer and fasting.  
 

“I humble myself by fasting, and worldly people insult me; 
11 I dress myself in funeral clothes, and they all laugh at me. 

12 They gossip about me in the streets, and the deadbeats make up songs about me. 
13 But as for me, I will pray to you, Lord; answer me, God, at a time you choose. Answer me 

because of your great love, because you keep your promise to save. 
14 Save me from sinking in the mud; keep me safe from my enemies, safe from the deep 

water.” (Ps 69.10-14) 
 

We learn this:  

David chose fasting and prayer as the means to overcome his personal challenges. 

Jesus agreed about David’s spiritual method when he once said of the most powerful demons 

we confront in our lives: 

“But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.” (Matt 17.21) 

Pride is such a demon! 

The most interesting thing about Psalm 69 is that  

“More than any other in the whole Psalter, except Psalms 22, this psalm is quoted in the 

New Testament.” 

Jesus and David share this Psalm in common, and through prayer and fasting they are united 

in this very thing: 

“my zeal for your house has eaten me up” (69.7) 

I want to suggest today that spiritual zeal is encouraged by fasting and prayer is encouraged 

by fasting.  

“Everyone can perform magic, everyone can reach his goals, if he is able to think, if he is able 

to wait, if he is able to fast.”                     ― Hermann Hesse, Novelist 
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Fasting belongs to the Hebrew term tsûwm, tsoom, is a primitive root; meaning to cover over 

(the mouth), i.e. to fast. The key thought is closing my mouth.  

 

First,  

1. IMITATING DEATH 

Fasting is essentially a killing off of the self in its natural life. Eating is normal. It is the most 

basic need for humans to keep the machine of the body working.  

 

A favourite 20th C. theologian once said:  

“If there is no element of asceticism in our lives, if we give free rein to the desires of the flesh 

…, we shall find it hard to train for the service of Christ. When the flesh is satisfied it is hard 

to pray with cheerfulness or to devote oneself to a life of service which calls for much self-

renunciation.”                                                ― Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship 
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In Hebrew, as we noted, to fast means literally – “to close the mouth.” It is the interruption 

of an organic life hard-wired for desire in the most fundamental way.  

What did Jesus say about prayer (as we saw last week)? 

“But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is 

unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” (Matth 6.6) 

In fasting we shut the door, literally, denying the natural demands of the body to encourage 

the spirit to stretch out towards God.  

Fasting, therefore, humbles the soul: 

But as for me, when they were sick, my clothing was sackcloth: I humbled my soul with 

fasting; ... (Ps 35.13) 

I read somewhere: 

fasting is the bulimic act of ridding ourselves of our fullness… 

When we rid ourselves of our own self-fullness, our pride, there is room for Jesus in us.  

The denial of the self is the killing off of the self. It places the prideful ego into subjection. This 

is why  

“The [Jewish] Rabbis compared fasting to sacrifice, and considered the affliction of one's 

body as the offering up of one's blood and fat upon the altar” (T.Ber. 17a). 

With the “I, me, my, mine” suppressed the new life becomes possible.  

Fasting is one of the ways we experience co-crucifixion with Christ.  

“I have been crucified with Christ and I [my EGO] no longer live, but Christ [the New Life] lives 

in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me.” (Gal 2.20) 

This is why in the Scriptures we see the following pictures of fasting: 

… the children of Israel were assembled with fasting, and with sackclothes, and earth upon 

themselves. (Neh 9.1) 

Why sackcloth? Because mourners wear it at funerals! 

Why “earth” upon themselves? Because they were being buried. This is self-immolation.  

It starts with closing the doorway.  

 

So, second: 

 

2. KILLING OFF THE FLESH 
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My knees are weak through fasting; and my flesh fails of good-sustenance. (Ps 109.24) 

One of the reasons to fast is to kill off the nagging voice of the I. To get the flesh to – fail! The 

demanding, nagging voice of the SELF in its incessant narcissistic self-focus.  

Is not this the fast that I have chosen? to loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy 

burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke? (Is 58.6) 

The opposite of humility is pride. When I live by my own rotten pride – that is by my SELF – I 

may feel I am free, but I am really a slave. I do only what my will wants.  

The message we learn from fasting is discipline is true freedom.  

Discipline is grounded in an earned humility. When we are humbled by fasting, by the Spirit 

we may:  

…undo the heavy burdens, and … let the oppressed [self] go free, and … break every yoke 

How do we escape the evils to which we are yoked? We have to take on a new yoke. 

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am … humble in heart, and you will find rest 

for your souls. (Matthew 11.29) 

 

Third, 

3. TRAINING DESIRE 

“Fasting is more about replacing than it is about abstaining — replacing normal activities 

with focused times of prayer and feeding on the Word of God.” 

― Gary Rohrmayer, 21 Days of Prayer & Fasting: A fasting guide for spiritual breakthroughs 
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Fasting affects the heart and the brain; but let me start with the general health and mental 

benefits, before moving to the centre of desire: 

“…that’s what we’re finding in lab animals” [Mark Mattson, a neuroscientist at the National 

Institute on Aging and a professor at Johns Hopkins University, says] “— the brain and body 

actually perform better during fasting. In the case of the brain, cognitive function, learning, 

memory, and alertness are all increased by fasting. And in the body, we recently found that 

mice maintained on an alternate-day fasting diet during a month of treadmill training have 

better endurance than mice fed every day. So intermittent fasting enhanced the mice’s 

physical performance.” 

We are also, by the way, fighting off numerous physical and emotional health issues when we 

fast: 

“Fasting also triggers a process called autophagy [self-eating], where cells remove damaged 

molecules and dysfunctional mitochondria, and turns off cell growth. So neurons are in a 

kind of ‘resource conservation and stress resistance’ mode during fasting.” (Ibid.) 

I won’t say more about the neuron-system of the brain, let’s get to the heart, which in the 

Bible governs the brain: 

Therefore also now, says the LORD, turn even to me with all your heart, and with fasting, 

and with weeping, and with mourning: (Joel 2.12) 

This is about focusing on God: 

“Instead of destroying and appropriating to himself nourishment taken from outside, [the 

fasting saint] enters a state of nonviolence and detachment relative to the outside world.” ―  

Adalbert De Vogue, Aimer Le Jeune: L'Experience Monastique 

In Deuteronomy 8, Moses explains to the people why God led them into the desert for 40 

years; the desert is the place of detachment from things; it’s where your heart gets sorted: 

“Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the wilderness these forty years, to 

humble and test you in order to know what was in your heart,” (Deut 8.2) 

How many of you enjoy tests?  

The desert is a wasteland where enforced fasting occurs. By fasting we place ourselves into 

the desert for a while – a self-imposed exile of testing (we do this at Lent). Once our body 

starts screaming we discover what is really in our hearts. That’s why it’s a TEST! 

What does the next verse say: 

He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna, … to teach you 

that humans do not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the 

Lord. (v.3) 

This is why we shut our mouths so we can hear God’s open mouth! 
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A. Wanting God more 

What we learn from the Scriptures is that as we suppress what we want, we start to learn to 

want God more: 

And Jehoshaphat feared, and set himself to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a fast 

throughout all Judah. (2 Chr 20.3) 

 

When we learn to want God more, we also 

B. Begin to hear & want what God wants: 

“Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Write down these words,’ 28 Moses was there with the Lord 

forty days and forty nights without eating bread or drinking water. And he wrote on the 

tablets the words of the covenant—the Ten Commandments.” 

It turns out that without Moses’ fasting humanity may not have known what God’s will for us 

is.   

Fasting helps us align our proud hearts with what God wants.  

 

We are like the billionaire: we look out at the world wanting things. The problem is pride leads 

me to be so self-focused that I end up miserable worrying over 

- How others treat me 

- What others think of me 

- What life does to me 

- How I feel about myself 

- What Id didn’t get 

We have a whole civilization living this way. Do you remember Haman? There was no one 

higher in the kingdom of Persia than him. Yet he was angry to the point of mass-murder of 

the Jews because Haman wouldn’t bow to him. None of the good things he had meant 

anything worthwhile because Mordecai wouldn’t bow!    
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That’s why we need fasting in our prayer lives.  

It’s not as if we don’t need a bit of a desert today in Western culture, right? The desert sets 

limits on what we can consume. There’s not much there! The desert sucks the life out of pride. 

This is a shock to the Western mind and soul, however. One of my favourite quotes from John 

Wayne, kind of summarizes our desire to live – without limits.   

“All the screen cowboys [before me] behaved like real gentlemen. They didn’t drink, they 

didn’t smoke. When they knocked the bad guy down, they always stood with their fists up, 

waiting for the heavy to get back on his feet. I decided I was going to drag the bad guy to his 

feet and keep hitting him.” ― John Wayne 

I decided… 

The picture is one of desire without proper limits. Fasting challenges all this, or at the very 

least says to us if you’re going to desire that much, then desire something better. Start with 

a little humility.  

So we’ve dealt with how fasting  

- kills pride off,  

- weakens the ever-demanding flesh, and 

- reshapes desire  

 

Lastly, it does something else:  

 

4. ENCOURAGING PRAYER 

Psalm 69 is a David Psalm as we know. We now know why David fasted too: 

David therefore begged God for the child; and David fasted, and went in, and lay all night 

upon the earth. (2 Sam 12.16) 

Fasting encourages prayer. How? 

A. Self-sacrifice 

David did it as a form of self-sacrifice, to strengthen his own desire toward God as he pleaded 

for the child’s life. David’s ego had caused the damage. David now suppressed his ego by 

fasting.  

 

B. Strength 

Daniel, like David, strengthened his prayer by fasting: 

And I set my face unto the Lord God, to seek by prayer and supplications, with fasting, and 

sackcloth, and ashes (Dan 9.3) 
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C. Surrender 

Prayer supported by fasting is useful when we don’t know what direction to take and need to 

surrender our path to God: 

 Then I proclaimed a fast there, at the river of Ahava, that we might afflict ourselves before 

our God, to seek of him a right way for us, and for our little ones, and for all our substance. 

(Ez 8.21) 

 

D. Celebration: 

Thus saith the LORD of hosts; The fast ..shall be to the house of Judah joy and gladness, and 

cheerful feasts; therefore love the truth and peace. (Zech 8.19) 

 

CONCLUSION: 

Are you in the desert now?  

Or are you in the grip of some desire now that you know you shouldn’t have? Have you tried 

fasting? 

Do you need help? 

David chose fasting and prayer as the means to overcome his personal challenges. Jesus 

agreed about the method when he once said of the most powerful demons we confront in 

our lives: 

“But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.” (Matt 17.21) 

Let’s close with David speaking again, in Psalm 35.13: 

“I humbled my soul with fasting; and my prayer returned into mine own bosom”. 

This is the mark of David the humble man, guarding his own prayers inwardly, in his heart. 

The mark of his nepsis – watchfulness.  


