When God Strikes Midnight 

Acts 16:23-26 And when they had inflicted many blows upon them, they threw them into prison, ordering the jailer to keep them safely. 24 Having received this order, he put them into the inner prison and fastened their feet in the stocks. 25 About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them, 26 and suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken. And immediately all the doors were opened, and everyone's bonds were unfastened. ESV

Ex 12:29 At midnight the LORD struck down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sat on his throne to the firstborn of the captive who was in the dungeon, and all the firstborn of the livestock. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

When I was a kid I picked up many habits from my older brother and many books that I read because my brother had them lying around the house.  As a kid, my brother had read “The Hardy Boys” series and so I quickly became hooked, reading and re-reading them until I had them memorized.  I now have a master set of the entire series in my office for collectible’s sake.  Now that I’m older, they are a bit simplistic – every chapter ends on an emotionally charged moment and you know in the end that no matter how bad it gets that the teenage “sleuths” as they are called are going to get out of the jam and get over on the bad guys, because there is always yet a next book in the series.  Still, for a young child learning to read, the plot was thick with suspense and a bit of spookiness too.  

There was one book that I used to skip when I would reread the series.  The book was entitled “What Happened At Midnight.”  The story was about a gang of thieves who always struck during midnight.  Throughout the book, the Hardy Boys might be at the town park on the trail of a clue and then when the town clock strikes midnight, they would freeze and look at each other, wondering what evil deed was happening somewhere across town and then would come the call and the book would continue.  It sounds silly now, but that book bugged me.  I would stay the night at my best friend’s house and they had a grandfather clock that would chime each hour and late at night when it would begin to hit twelve times, I would always get an eerie feeling.  There just has always seemed something weird about the clock striking midnight.

In scripture, the term “midnight” is used precisely fourteen times.  And always it carries the idea of a lowest point, the darkest hour, and the bleakest time:

· In Exodus, in our shorter text, we find that God struck the Egyptian with that most horrible plague, the killing of every firstborn son, precisely at midnight. (Exodus 12:29)    

· We are told in Judges that it was in the hours approaching midnight that Samson found himself in a city surrounded by enemy soldiers that had come to kill him (Judges 16:3)

· When those two mothers came before Solomon with the charge that one had rolled over on her baby killing it in the middle of the night and switched it out with the other’s baby, we find that the switch took place at midnight (1 Kings 3:20)

· When Paul was on the ship headed to Rome that was driven by storm winds, it was precisely at midnight that the sailors on the ship tried to abandon ship and slip away in the night leaving the prisoners and soldiers by themselves. (Acts 27:27)

Elihu – the best friend that Job had – said it like this:

Job 34:20-22 In a moment they die; at midnight the people are shaken and pass away, and the mighty are taken away by no human hand. 21 "For his eyes are on the ways of a man, and he sees all his steps. 22 There is no gloom or deep darkness where evildoers may hide themselves. ESV

And so there is much more to this term in scripture than just a literal hour of the night.  The term midnight represents anguish and desperation; it represents darkness and death; it signals a moment of deepest gloom and a time of emotional shaking.  It represents negative things and the lowest point of a condition or situation.  A person might be at midnight in their life and yet their watch read “4:30 pm.”  The sun might be shining physically and yet inside you are at midnight.  It’s more of a figurative term as used in scripture and it represents nothing good in our lives.  Our midnights are the darker times of our lives, when things have absolutely sunk the lowest that they can go.  It’s the ending of our life and our abilities; midnight is when we have reached a place that we cannot go any further and survive on our own strengths and merits and stamina.  

Jesus once told a parable and began it with:

Luke 11:5-6 And he said to them, "Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, 'Friend, lend me three loaves, 6 for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him'; ESV

The parable is a story of inopportunity and of inconvenience.  There is nothing positive to be gained by receiving a knock on the door at midnight.  It can mean nothing good when such a knock comes into your life.  When Boaz rolled over at midnight to suddenly discover that a woman had slid into the threshing floor and placed herself at his feet, it was an unwelcome discovery for a leader of Israel to find himself in (Ruth 3:8).  How would he explain this development to those who would see her in the morning?  How would he quiet the tongues of the gossips that were sure to wag?  A visit to midnight means unplanned scenarios are cropping up in your life and nobody particularly welcomes the unexpected – especially when it plays out at midnight.

______________________________________________________________________

Let me preach to you today!  And let me first remind you that:

Midnights come to every life.

Everybody has that dark moment roll around in life that was totally unexpected and altogether not wanted!  The knock of midnight eventually comes to all of our doors figuratively speaking.  Like Paul, we all look up and see the moment where those things that we were trusting in to guide us on our voyage are slinking away and getting out of dodge.  Like Boaz, all of us have that moment where we suddenly are shocked into the reality that we are in a desperate moment and unwanted stresses and dilemmas have halted our life and rearranged our plans.  Like Samson, we can turn in our sleep and wake up to suddenly find that the enemy crept in and surrounded us and we have a fight when no fight was wanted.  Times of desperation and anguish; trying times – like midnight – roll around on our life’s clock almost with regular precision.  Midnights come to every life.

If you were here last Sunday morning, then forgive me for coming to this subject of suffering again for I hit this very thoroughly last Sunday.  But I feel as if I left unfinished business last Sunday.  I want to complete the thought today, but for those who weren’t here last Sunday, let me remind you that life is not always going to be perfect.  Part of living life on earth means that trouble will come.  Times will grow dark.  The life where the sun is shining brightly will have the moment where gloom overtakes the shining and the sunset gives way to the dread of night.  Christians are not exempt.  God’s people are not exempt.  In fact, in every recorded instance of midnight in the scriptures, all of them involve in some ways God’s people having to endure a dark midnight moment.  Suffering happens.  Unexpected crosses are thrust upon us at whim.  Unexplainable negatives assail every life, even those who live for God.  If you haven’t ever had a dark moment, don’t worry it’s coming.  We know that living for God is not all dark moments, now, for it is true that:

Ps 30:5b Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the morning. ESV  

Midnights never last for forever!  The darkness never lasts for long!  Just as sure as the light turned to night and weeping overtook joy, if you will hold on, it will just as sure turn back!  Midnights never last for forever, but they come.  And, unfortunately, sometimes consequences of our actions during midnights do far outlast the moment.  Did you catch that?  It’s important:

Midnights don’t last for forever, but what can last forever are the consequences of our decisions made at midnight.

That is, we do not control the moment, but we do control our reactions in the moment.  We cannot change the fact that midnights come, but we can change how we respond and deal with the midnight!  Because a wrong decision at midnight can have lasting – even eternal – consequences!  Therefore the midnights of your life – the trials, the low points, the dark times, the extreme anguish, and moments of pain – are crucial times to consider carefully how you respond and what you do and what you don’t do, because though the night will come to a close, yet sometimes the consequences of the things done in the night do not ever come to a close.  And so there is something else you need to know about the matter:

God likes to work at midnight!

It sounds funny, but it’s true.  God is like that gang in that Hardy Boy book, except He does not perform criminal acts, but rather He likes to show up when the clock is striking twelve and do great things for His people.  I’m drawn to that phrase of our text in Exodus, “At midnight the Lord struck….” Say it with me and let it get into your spirit, “At midnight the Lord struck!”  When the clock strikes midnight in a situation is the moment when God likes to begin to work the greatest!    

It was when God struck at midnight against the people who were holding His children slaves that Israel was delivered from Egypt once and for all!  While midnight was a time of anguish and dismay for the heathen, God’s people stood safe and protected because of the blood of the Lamb that had been applied to their lives!  And so while midnight was a negative time for those in sin, for God’s people who had been redeemed and covered the sacrificial Lamb, it was a time of victory and rejoicing!  It was at midnight that they knocked on the doors of their Egyptian neighbors and asked for treasure and they plundered Egypt!  It was at midnight that they left behind their cruel taskmasters and Pharaoh’s whips for the Promised Land.  It was at midnight that they began to follow the cloud of God’s Spirit and headed to a brighter day!  When midnight struck, so did God and when God struck midnight, the result was victory and celebration and freedom for His people!

It was at midnight that Samson roused himself from sleep stood up to face the enemy and realized suddenly, “the Spirit of the Lord is coming upon me mightily.”  In that moment of the unction of the Spirit, Samson went to the gates of the city that he was entrapped in and ripped the gates of the city out of the walls and the ground and started walking towards the enemy and the high ground where they were watching and waiting.  He walked uphill, planted those gates in the ground as if they belonged there and then turned around and in the boldness of the Spirit said, “anybody want some of this?”  And there wasn’t a Philistine soldier that did!  The Spirit of God had come upon him in a fabulous way and wrought deliverance at midnight!  When his shortcomings were not enough, God showed up and showed out – at midnight!


Don’t worry, Boaz!  You were startled to have this woman show up at your feet at midnight.  But it’s not a loose-moraled woman trying to destroy your reputation, it’s the answer to your problem that you’ve been praying to God about.  This will be the woman for whom you will be the kinsman redeemer, foreshadow Christ, and through whom King David will come!  Don’t worry, Boaz, at what it looks like at your midnight – when midnight strikes in the lives of His people, so does God!

It’s a tough situation, Solomon, this baby switching business that happened at midnight, but God’s going to give you wisdom to deal with the situation in such a way that all of the land and all of the world for all of time will hear about it and know that God is with you!

Don’t lose heart, Job, as you hear these negative musings of Elihu about the darkness of midnight.  This is the 34th chapter of your ordeal and as soon as Elihu is through with his little speech, God is going to show up in a whirlwind and turn your situation around!  Don’t lose heart at midnight, Job, because God will strike too!

Hang tough, Paul and all those on the ship!  You might have almost lost your sailors at midnight, but God intervened and God is ultimately piloting this ship.  The ship is going to wreck – all ships sailed only by men do – but not one person will be lost and a whole island will be saved because when midnight strikes His children, so does God Almighty!

Is anybody listening to this preacher?  Does anybody believe it?  Midnight will inevitably strike, but never forget that it is not the only thing that strikes at midnight for it is as midnight that God loves to show up and show out!  

In the 20th chapter of Acts, it is Paul’s last service with the believers of Troas.  You’ve preached way too long, Paul, so long that it’s getting close to midnight.  And sure enough, at midnight, tragedy strikes:

Acts 20:7-9 On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to depart on the next day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight. 8 There were many lamps in the upper room where we were gathered. 9 And a young man named Eutychus, sitting at the window, sank into a deep sleep as Paul talked still longer. And being overcome by sleep, he fell down from the third story and was taken up dead. ESV  

A death during the sermon!  And again we find a desperate situation at midnight, but wait – God shows up!  Paul takes up the young man and prays and God raises him from the dead and as Paul leaves, the people of the church of Troas are greatly comforted because they have had a very dramatic sign that God is with them and that God will keep them, even in the absence of their beloved Paul.  When the situation struck midnight, so did God strike midnight for His people!

You need to take comfort in this!  The scripture has given you examples across thousands of years and across numerous situations.  God wants you to be reminded that even though midnight situations will come, that He is there and He is faithful!  When the clock strikes midnight, so does God, if His people are involved!  That is the end of the matter that we must always remember.  Suffering, anguish, and pain will come, but God will not leave you stranded there either!  In the darkest situations, is when God will strike!  And He is for turning everything around for His people!  As it was for Moses and the children of Israel, so it will be for you; you will be able to say, “At midnight, the Lord struck!”  And when God strikes midnight, the result is always victory and comfort and deliverance and peace!  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Why does God so like to wait until midnight to work?  I can only postulate at the answer.  Maybe it’s because when we are down to nothing, God is up to something?  Maybe it’s because we get most real with God and really become convinced of our need for Him and cry out to Him sincerely usually only when we have tried all of our normal means and they have failed?  Maybe because God gets the greater glory if the situation seems extreme and if He worked it out at the beginning before we were truly desperate, we would have failed to give Him the praise due to Him for it or we might even have failed to see that it was His hand that did the work?  When you are in a midnight situation and it gets turned around, there is no doubt who gets the credit, because you are already know that you could do nothing about it on your own.  But listen carefully to this preacher and don’t ever forget that what I’m about to say is not postulation nor is it guessing but is a very sure fact:

Your actions and response during the midnight hour is what determines whether or not God can strike at midnight!  

The story of our text is perhaps a familiar one and so because of our familiarity we sometimes gloss over just what a desperate situation in which Paul and Silas had found themselves.  All they had done is proclaimed the name of Jesus above all else and cast out a devil from a slave girl who had been a fortune teller and here they are beaten severely, their hands and feet in stocks and bonds, and locked in the inner dungeon of the prison.  It’s unjust; it’s unfair; it’s nothing that they deserved.  It was a low point of their ministry.  All they’ve tried to do is reach the city for Christ and they are having a horrible time establishing a church and making a difference and then this!  

We read the end of the story in our text, so you know that something happened at midnight.  What we forget is that this was a Roman penal system, which meant that neither trial nor punishment could be administered during nighttime hours.  That meant if the sun had set around six o’clock, then it was a full five or six hours from the time of the beating and placing in jail until the midnight events.  For six hours plus, they had felt sorry for themselves and as the light faded and the darkness gave way to utter darkness, they are wishing they could lick their wounds and there is not a whole lot positive going on in their situation.  Even Apostles don’t like to suffer; even great men of God don’t like beatings; even great Christians don’t like to experience a great hardship, particularly if they feel as if they were only doing right.  Six long hours and their missionary drive is fading as the hour grows later.  Their zeal and passion is almost gone.       

But as the night ticks onward toward midnight, suddenly something came over these two men.  I don’t know if they had passed into and out of consciousness from the beating.  I don’t know if they realized that six hours of feeling sorry for themselves hadn’t changed their situation one bit – that’s the problem with pity parties, you know, nobody else comes to them; not even God!  But suddenly we have this:

Acts 16:25 About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them, ESV

I don’t know whose idea it was to sing, but somebody came up with the idea.  One of them started singing and the other joined in.  I can hear Paul call over to Silas, “hey, Silas, you there?”  “Yeah.”  “What we going to do?”  “I have no idea.”  “You hurt?”  “Like Balaam’s donkey!”  “Yeah me too.”  Silence.  Paul:  “we could pray.”  Silas: “I’ve been praying for the past six hours that God would deliver us!”  “Oh.”  “Well, we could pray for some more!”  Silence.  Some soft mumbling.  “This ain’t working.”  “Yeah.”  “Hey, we could sing!”  “Why on earth would I want to sing?”  “It will keep our minds off of the pain and the darkness.”  “Okay, you start, but not too high, I can’t expand my diaphragm and soft palette right now!”  “What’s a soft palette?”  “Never mind that.”  

We don’t know what they sang.  They sang hymns.  The Early Church had some hymns of their own, hymns like 1 Timothy 3:16:  “and without controversy great is the mystery of godliness:  God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of angels, proclaimed among the Gentiles, believed on in the world, taken up to glory.”  They might have sung that one a time or two.  And then they had the psalms – all 150 of them!  And somewhere in their singing their favorite psalms, suddenly one of them thought of the 119th psalm.  “That’s the long one.”  “Yeah, but we ain’t got nothing better to do.”  And so they began to sing and suddenly when they got to the 61st verse, something clicked:

Ps 119:61-62 Though the cords of the wicked ensnare me, I do not forget your law. 62 At midnight I rise to praise you, because of your righteous rules. ESV   

Suddenly their singing and praying changed from pity party and just passing time to true praise and worship and glorifying God.  Suddenly some oomph came into their voice and some spirit rose up in them.  Suddenly they became aware of the Spirit of God coming into that place.  It’s midnight, but, Lord, at midnight I rise to praise you!  And suddenly we find:

Acts 16:26 and suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken. And immediately all the doors were opened, and everyone's bonds were unfastened. ESV

It’s midnight and God strikes!  An earthquake hits and the foundations of the prison are shaken to the point that this prison will never hold prisoners again!  All of the doors were opened and Paul and Silas’ bonds were unfastened and all of the prisoners are free!  And as the morning light comes, the jailor is baptized and their wounds have been treated and a great revival has come to the city where before they had struggled!  Paul will write to this church again later, this church in Philippi and he will tell them:

Phil 1:12 I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel, ESV

Phil 4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. ESV

The first is the testimony and the second is the key to getting a testimony!  Midnights will come and your clock will one day strike the hour, too.  As long as you stay in pity part mode, or in feel-sorry-for-your-self mode, or in blame-God mode, or in “how-could-this-happen-to-me?” mode, it will be a dark and desperate night indeed.  But if at midnight, you could begin to glorify Him as God; if you would acknowledge that God makes no mistakes and does all things well; if you would declare and remember and even sing:

Ps 119:61-62 Though the cords of the wicked ensnare me, I do not forget your law. 62 At midnight I rise to praise you, because of your righteous rules. ESV   

What you would find is that as the darkness gathers, midnight would not be the only thing to strike!  Because God strikes midnight and shows up and shows out when His children respond to their midnight with prayer and praise!  God has the ability to turn your midnight into victory; God wants to strike in your midnight situations, but you’ve got to invite Him into that house and place!  And you invite Him in and enthrone Him in the midnight hour, in the same way that you invite Him in and enthrone Him in a church service on Sunday, by praising Him sincerely!  God wants to move, but He is waiting on your response.  What you do determines what He will be able to do in your midnight hour!  He wants to strike, but you must praise and acknowledge Him for Him to do so!

_______________________________________________________________________

Maybe God waits until midnight to see if we really acknowledge that He is God and sovereign and is perfect.  Our praise at midnight means much more than praise at noonday!  Anybody can praise a noonday!  But only those who truly trust Him praise at midnight!  I steer towards a close by reminding you that there is yet a greater reason why God allows midnight situations to come.  Listen to one last mention of midnight in the scriptures:

Matt 25:1-13 "Then the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. 2 Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 3 For when the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them, 4 but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. 5 As the bridegroom was delayed, they all became drowsy and slept. 6 But at midnight there was a cry, 'Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.' 7 Then all those virgins rose and trimmed their lamps. 8 And the foolish said to the wise, 'Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.' 9 But the wise answered, saying, 'Since there will not be enough for us and for you, go rather to the dealers and buy for yourselves.' 10 And while they were going to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the marriage feast, and the door was shut. 11 Afterward the other virgins came also, saying, 'Lord, lord, open to us.' 12 But he answered, 'Truly, I say to you, I do not know you.' 13 Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour. ESV

This is about the coming of the Lord – Jesus Christ is coming back!  And yet we must never forget that He is coming back at midnight.  Oh, I know that we don’t know the literal hour of the day for it is true:

Mark 13:35b for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or when the cock crows, or in the morning ESV

But yet let us never forget that the parable of the ten virgins tell us that the cry came at “midnight.”  It will be at a time when you think not that He returns.  It will be at a moment when everything is not perfect in your life.  It might be at a low point.  It might be during a difficult situation and struggle.  It might be during and unexpected situation that caught you by surprise that looks very dark and menacing.  It might be during a trial.  He will come at an inconvenient time and it might be when you are in a low season.  Therefore never forget this great truth:

Midnights are important because they prepare us to be ready for the return of the Lord.

How you respond to the midnight situation of your life this week and this month and this year is very important because it is training you to be ready for the time of Jesus’ return.  Those who are ready to go when He comes will be those who are watching.  Those who are ready to go will be those still burning bright with the oil of the Holy Spirit even though it’s midnight!  Those who are ready to go will be those who have learned to be ready, even as the clock strikes that darkest hour!  And so how you respond in this midnight hour determines much in whether or not you will be ready for that future midnight hour!  

As the prophet said, “if you cannot run with the horsemen, what will you do when the chariots come?”  If your response to dark situations now is to withdraw from God and turn to leaning on your own ways and understandings and drawing distant from God and to barely having enough oil to keep the flame of the Holy Spirit going, then how are you going to be ready when Jesus Christ comes?  But if you learn to trust Him, even at midnight, and if you learn to respond to Him by pronouncing Him Lord of your situation and by trusting Him and by praising and prayer through your dark moment, then know that God will show up and show out and the end will be victory and yet that is not the greatest thing that has been accomplished.  The greatest thing that could have been accomplished is that you learned to trust Him and turn to Him and be close to Him and to be on fire for Him even at the dark hours of midnight!  And that’s important, because one day, a midnight is going to strike and the bridegroom is going to strike at that moment and come back for His bride.  And only those who had learned to serve Him and stay on fire for Him during the midnight hours will be ready!  I want to be ready when God strikes midnight on this eternal clock!  Therefore I must learn to respond properly when midnight comes around in my daily life!  I don’t know when and I don’t know exactly how, but one day God will stop tarrying and Jesus Christ is coming back.  

One day God is going to strike midnight once and for all and then all of these trials will have been worth it and all of the dark nights of tears and praying and tough praise will have been worth it, if it has caused me to be ready when God strikes midnight for the final time!  What a day that will be!  What a weeping and wailing it will be for those who miss it!  But what a rejoicing and glorious day that will be for those who were ready!  It will be a replay of those days so long ago in Egypt.  As this world weeps, God’s people will be moving out to a better place and we will spend eternity rejoicing and looking back thankfully at the day that “at midnight the Lord struck!”  Whatever you do, make sure you are ready when God for the final time strikes midnight!   

