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Living Expectantly: The Dance of Holiness 

I Thessalonians 4:1-12 

 

 My Facebook feed this week included a video of a dance at a wedding reception.  You may 

have seen others like it.  The groom and the groomsmen choreographed a special dance to impress the 

bride.  This one was really good with amazing choreography producing many smiles and much 

laughter and joy.  Really good dancing does that for us.  And yet we know really good dancing 

doesn’t just happen.  I can’t imagine how many hours it took for those guys to get all their steps right 

and to be in sync!  That is part of what makes it so amazing.  They cared enough about one another 

that they took the time to learn all the steps so they could master the dance.   

 My grandaughter Gabriela Elisa is a dancer as was her mother - my daughter in law.  She is 

only eight but this year because she loves dance she will have dance lessons three days a week.  To 

become a good dancer requires lots of practice and toning your muscles in certain ways.  Even at this 

young age when I have gone to recitals I marvel at the dancers abilities.  And it is pretty simple to 

observe the differences in the dancers.  For they all learn the same steps but depending on how their 

body flows the steps flow differently for different individuals.     

 Solo dance performances are beautiful but I really love dance that requires the linking of two or 

more for the choreography that is involved shows a powerful connection between the individuals.  As 

the television shows “Dancing with the Stars” and “So You Think You Can Dance” show there is great 

emotional appeal in experiencing skilled dancing.   

 As I began to think about our passage today Eugene Petersen’s translation especially the first 

sentence jumped out at me.  
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 “One final word, friends.  We ask you - urge is more like it -  

 that you keep on doing what we told you to do to please God,  

 not in a dogged religious plod, but in a living, spirited dance.”   

For Paul - living expectantly required learning a living, spirited dance and that dance is the dance of 

holiness.   

 Three times in this passage Paul uses the word holiness.  The first time  is translated 

sanctification.  But that is just a big word for holiness.  For it comes from the root word sanctus 

which means “holy” as in separate or different.  To sanctify means “to make holy.”  Paul says the will 

of God is that we become holy - set apart, different from the world because of our relationship with 

God - because our purpose in life is to please God and not others.  Paul went on to say “that each one 

of you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor.”  The way we use our bodies 

should reflect our relationship with God.  And then Paul reinforced this thought when he said “For 

God did not call us to impurity but in holiness.”  Paul’s words lead us to learn that the movements of 

our lives matter.  And once we learn the movements, the steps and have practiced them until they 

become natural then our lives will be transformed and we will please God. For we will have learned the 

dance of holiness.  

 Paul begins and ends these verses with this emphasis on the dance of holiness becoming a way 

of life.  We don’t see it as obviously in English as you would in the Greek for the word for “live” in 

the first sentence “as you learned from us how you ought to live” and the word for “behave” in the 

final sentence “so that you may behave properly toward outsiders” is the same word - the word “walk” 

as in way one lives.  The Christian walk - the way a follower of Jesus is called to live - is tied up with 

learning the dance of holiness.    



 3 

 Paul emphasized three aspects of the dance of holiness.  The first aspect is control.  A dancer 

must be in control of their body at all times.  Learning to control one’s muscles is part of why practice 

is so important.  For only with control can the movements flow in a fluid way and seem effortless.  

Paul’s specific example has to do with control of bodily passions.  He says “abstain from 

fornication.”  Fornication is sexual promiscuity.  To understand why this was so important for Paul 

we must remember the culture of Thessalonica.  The people worshiped many gods and in many cases 

this included sacred prostitution at the pagan temples.  The culture did not see sexuality as a gift from 

God and there was a great deal of sexual promiscuity all around.  But within the Judeo-Christian 

heritage that was so central to Paul’s understanding of being a child of God what one does with one’s 

bodies matters.  It is not separate from our faith.  Therefore the actions of our bodies should reflect 

holiness and honor not lustful passions.   

 But there is another aspect of this.  We are called to avoid any actions that exploit another 

human being and inevitably exploitation is part of sexual promiscuity.  And so what is required is 

control. In dance if the motions get too frenzied or out of control a dancer can fall or trip or bring down 

a whole group of dancers.  Control over all parts of our lives is required for Christians. 

 Th second aspect is connection.  Really good dancers connect with the music in powerful ways 

and their actions flow from what they feel in the music.  They also connect with the motion of the 

steps and how the steps connect with one another.  Knowing the connections enable them to put 

together the choreography of the dance.  When dancing with partners it is the connections that create 

the dance and tell a story.  You can always tell when someone has been dancing together for a while 

because the connections flow effortlessly.   My parent’s used to love to dance.  They often went to 

big band dances.  Watching them jitterbug together was pure joy for they were connected in powerful 
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ways on and off the dance floor.     

 It is this connection with other Christians that is so central to the Christian faith and defines the 

dance of holiness.  For the dance of holiness when performed with others creates a community that is 

set apart - holy.  For the steps lead us to live differently that the world around us.  The steps are 

choreographed so that our lives are connected to one another in ways that build each other up. Ways 

that help others to learn the dance.  For when our dance connects us with others we find community 

that supports us, nurtures us and helps us to focus on God and God’s desires for our lives. And others 

are drawn to wanting to get on the dance floor with us.  This was Paul’s hope and desire for the 

community. 

 Bruce Larsen, in his book “Ask Me to Dance”, includes the story of a member of his 

congregation who had come from another country. Pastor Larsen said of this person, 

  "Her faith sparkled and the living water of the spirit flowed out of her soul to all around her." 

He invited her to go with him to a seminar on the topic of evangelism. The leaders had prepared tables 

filled with all sorts of pamphlets and strategies and demographic studies, all aimed at reaching the 

unchurched in their area. At some point during the program the leaders turned to this woman and asked 

her to share some of the reasons that made the church so important and so vital in her home country. At 

first she was a bit intimidated by the crowds, but then she had this to say, "Well, we never gave 

pamphlets to people because we never had any. We just showed people by our life and example what it 

is like to be a Christian, and when they can see for themselves, then they want to be a Christian, too." 

 Friends, that is what happens when the dance of holiness has become second nature.  Our lives 

become holy and beautiful and others are drawn to our community.   

 The final aspect  Paul emphasized was commitment - the commitment to love one another 
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within the community and outside the community.  Once again he affirmed the community in 

Thessalonica for the ways they were loving one another and their brothers and sisters throughout 

Macedonia - don’t we wish he had been specific!  But what we take away is that the report brought 

back to him contained many examples of their love of one another and the community around them.  

But it is never enough for he encouraged them to do so more and more.  He reminded them once again 

that their behavior matters.  Learning the dance steps - practicing the steps over and over was what 

they were called to do.  No one becomes a good dancer without commitment - commitment to always 

getting back on the dance floor no matter what injury, no matter what disappointment, no matter what 

challenges. Commitment to being the best you can be using the gifts God has given you.   We know 

this kind of commitment when we see it and we respect those who are committed to excellence.  

Eugene Peterson’s translation goes on to encourage them to “Stay calm; mind your own business; do 

your own job.  You’ve heard all this from us before, but a reminder never hurts.  We want you living 

in a way that will command the respect of outsiders, not lying around sponging off your friends.”   

 Once again the imagery of dance is helpful.  When children are learning to dance one of the 

hardest things for them to learn is to do their own steps right and not to be watching the others dancing 

with them.  For often when they are more concerned with others steps they miss their own steps or 

find themselves a step behind.  The same is true for us.  If we will just concentrate on doing what God 

calls us to do, focusing on the steps we have learned the dance will flow.  Our very lives will reflect 

the peace and contentment - the flow of love that comes into our lives through a deep and abiding 

relationship with God the Father, Christ the Son and the gift of the Holy Spirit guiding and directing us 

even through the difficult times of our lives.   And our actions - the way we live our lives in faith - 

will draw respect from others.  Our witness will make a difference. 
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 Once there was a couple who had known each other as fellow church members for many years. 

Somewhere along the line, love blossomed and grew between them, and the whole church rejoiced 

when they announced their wedding plans. 

 A couple years later, the church rejoiced again when this couple announced they were pregnant. 

They had been older when they'd married, and had had difficulty conceiving. Finally, after fertility 

treatments, they learned they were expecting twins. That was a double joy, because the doctor told 

them that, because of their age, this was probably their only chance at having children of their own. 

 Sadly, the babies were born many weeks premature. Despite the doctors' best efforts, they lived 

only a few hours -- just long enough for the parents to hold them and bestow upon them the names they 

had chosen from the start: Abraham Joseph and Sarah Mary, names that, according to their faith, 

express the fulfillment of God's promise. 

 And so it happened that, when this couple should have been talking with their pastor about 

baptisms, they were talking with him about a funeral. Together the three of them planned the service, 

and when the question of music came up, the parents asked if someone could play the song, "What a 

Wonderful World." That struck the pastor as a bit unusual, but under the circumstances, of course he 

said yes. 

 The service was emotional for everyone. As the pastor pronounced the benediction at the end, 

he could see the grief reflected in every face. Then, as had been previously planned, someone punched 

a button on a CD player, and into the church floated the gravelly voice of Louis Armstrong, singing 

"What a Wonderful World." 

 What happened next, no one expected. The husband rose to his feet and opened his arms. His 

wife stood, too, and drew herself close to him. And then, arm in arm, they danced. 
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 The two of them danced a dance of life, the dance of holiness, clear across the chancel of that 

church: for they knew, beyond a doubt, that, when suffering comes, the kingdom of heaven is near. 

They knew that life is sometimes ambiguous, filled with contradictions. They knew that sometimes 

things happen that no one can explain. Yet they also knew, the two of them, that nothing -- no 

heartache, no grief, no loss -- could ever separate them, nor their children, from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus.   

 Friends, they had learned the dance of holiness and their witness of faith showed the power that 

living, spirited dance had to sustain them even in the face of grief.  And that my friends, is why 

learning the steps and practicing over and over is so important.  That is why we are called to learn the 

dance of holiness not only individually but as a community of faith.  For once we have learned the 

dance our lives are changed forever. And our lives become a witness to what it means to live 

expectantly. 


