
An Extraordinary, Ordinary Life. 

LOVING YOUR LIMITATIONS 

 

“He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose.” 

Jim Elliot spoke those words.   January 2
nd

 1956 was the day Jim Elliot had been 

waiting for and planning for, for the last three years.  He was 28 years old.  On 

2
nd

 January he took a short flight over the Ecuador jungle to set up camp. Jim 

and his fellow missionaries had spent three years in Ecuador and now thought 

the time was right to try and reach the Auca people with the gospel. 

The Auca people were extremely hostile to anyone who approached them or 

set foot in their territory.  The oil company base there had shut down after 

workers had been killed.  Neighbouring tribes had also lost people at the hands 

of the Auca.  But Jim was convinced the Auca people should hear the good 

news of the gospel.  So on January 2
nd

 1956 Jim Elliot and his fellow 

missionaries were dropped off one by one on the Auca beach along the river.  

And then they waited for the Auca people. 

After six days two women appeared across the river. As the missionaries 

waded into the river to meet them, Auca warriors appeared behind them – 

spears in hand.  Choosing not to use their guns, the missionaries were easy 

targets for the Auca warriors.  Five missionary men were killed that day by the 

spears of the Auca Warriors.   

Within two years of their deaths, Jim Elliot’s wife Elizabeth, his daughter 

Valerie and Rachel, the sister of Nate Saint, had moved into the Auca village.  

Many Auca’s have come to faith and they are now a friendly people.  

Missionaries still live among them today – including Nate Saint’s son! 

‘He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.’ 

What do you think about that? 

Take a moment to discuss it with the people sitting around you. 



I have no idea whether Jim Elliot had Ecclesiastes in mind when he wrote his 

now famous words.  Actually I doubt very much that he did, but I do think his 

words ring true with what the teacher wants us to hear in chapter 7. 

So far the teacher has shown that life in this world is, in truth, beyond our 

control, and in the light of this we have two options.  One, is we can live in the 

illusion that we can escape life’s difficulties and pain with all sorts of activities; 

or, we can live in the truth, the reality and choose the path of wisdom! 

M. Scott Peck began his best-selling, popular psychology book “The Road Less 

Travelled” with these three words: “Life is Difficult.”  The teacher would agree.  

Peck says that there are two ways to respond to this truth.  One, is to pretend 

it isn’t true, and to live life as if it isn’t true.  The other is to face the truth and 

live in the reality that life is, in fact, difficult. At the beginning of the book he 

asks:  ‘Which leads to a better life?’  His answer is to live in the truth of how life 

really is – in this respect he followed the teacher! 

The teacher says we can choose the path of escapism: we can try and numb 

the pain, avoid problems, party as hard as we can, live in the land of make-

believe, drink ourselves away, or live in the past.  The teacher says we can 

though choose to live wisely in God’s world – even in the midst of all our 

brokenness.   

But here’s the rub! The teacher wants to teach us that part of being wise, is 

learning to live with the limitations of wisdom itself!  There is, in this world, 

mystery!  The teacher wants to say that we can learn to love the limitations life 

brings. 

A good name is better than fine perfume, 

   and the day of death better than the day of birth. 
2 

It is better to go to a house of mourning 

    than to go to a house of feasting, 

for death is the destiny of everyone; 

    the living should take this to heart. 
3 

Frustration is better than laughter, 

    because a sad face is good for the heart. 
4 

The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, 

    but the heart of fools is in the house of pleasure. 



5 
It is better to heed the rebuke of a wise person 

    than to listen to the song of fools. 
6 

Like the crackling of thorns under the pot, 

    so is the laughter of fools. 

    This too is meaningless.  (Ecclesiastes 7 v 1 – 6) 

The teacher tells us that life is limited by death!  Well… we already know that, 

don’t we?  We know that the one thing we can be sure of in life is that one day 

we will die.  Most of us choose the escapist response to that and choose not to 

think about it and live actually, mostly, as if it’s not true.   

The teacher has something slightly bizarre to say – or so it appears.  He says 

that the day of your death is better than the day of your birth!   

That sounds like nonsense doesn’t it?  How can that possibly be true?   

Maybe Jim Elliot has something to teach us here though: He is no fool who 

gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.  Those words are an 

extraordinarily powerful invitation to a way of life.  I’m not even sure whether 

Jim Elliot was even thinking about death, least of all his own death, when he 

wrote those words.  But I’m wondering, if in the light of the teacher’s words 

here in Ecclesiastes, they take on an even more beautiful meaning.  For, in the 

same way Jim Elliot’s words are an invitation to a way of life…so are the words 

of the teacher. 

The maternity ward of a hospital is usually one of the happiest wards… isn’t it?  

Most often the birth of a baby brings great joy!  The birth of a baby brings 

great joy mostly, because of all that might be.  Babies are born packed full of 

potential!  How then can the day of death be better than the day of birth?   

Birth is all about potential.  For those who believe, death is all about fulfilment! 

One bright hour, he will come for me 

One bright hour, he’ll set the captives free 

One bright hour, he will wipe the tears away 

From eyes that now can see 

One bright hour 

 

 



 

He’ll chase away the fleeting dark 

From broken earth and broken heart 

The Holy line where joy and sorrow meet 

And you will sing redemption’s song 

Making new what we made wrong 

On the day the story is complete 

One bright hour. 

And I will sing…Hallelujah!  

(Bebo Norman: One Bright Hour) 

 

Death is better than birth because death brings with it the fulfilment birth 

never can!  That friends, is wonderfully true, absolutely wonderfully true.  And 

I would urge you to hold onto this truth with all your heart!  But I wonder if the 

teacher has something else to say too – maybe even more than this wonderful 

truth!   

It may be that the teacher is saying that the invitation of death, is for it to be 

your teacher, and that death is in truth, a better teacher than birth.   

When you’re born there really is nothing that anyone can say about you!  But 

what will people say at your death?  Death is in fact, our great enemy in life.  

Death isn’t better than life – that’s not true and that’s not the point he’s 

making.  But death is a better teacher than birth.   

I’m sure at some point you’ve been challenged to write your own epitaph – 

what you’d want to be said about your life! Jim Elliot’s has become: He is no 

fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose!   He lived 

that…. he really lived that!  Jim Elliot has grasped the truth that he would die, 

and he would give what he couldn’t keep, to gain what he couldn’t lose.  Jim 

Elliot knew he was taking a risk – but my best guess is, he didn’t want to die – 

not at 28 years of age.  But perhaps he’d grasped the truth of the teacher that 

he would one day die, so he would live for Christ!  Perhaps we could say he 

lived life backwards!  And that is exactly what the teacher is inviting you to 

do… and so is the day of your death! 

Remember verse 2?  Everyone will die and wise people think about that!  I 

think the teacher would agree: he is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to 

gain what he cannot lose!  The teacher says people who live this way are those 



who are fully and truly alive.  It must too, be at least some of what Jesus meant 

when he said that he had come that we may have life in all its fullness! 

When we recognise life is a gift, and we allow our death to be our teacher, we 

are free to enjoy life as a gift.  We are free to enjoy all that God has graciously 

given us as a gift, because it’s all on loan.  Death may be our greatest enemy, 

but it doesn’t win – love wins. And really truly, he is no fool who gives what he 

cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.  Death can be a great teacher, if only 

we will listen.   

In verse 7 he says let your death teach you about money!  Don’t let money 

corrupt your heart. Instead let your certain death protect your heart.   

In verse 8 he says that anything worthwhile takes time to develop and grow.  

So be the sort of person who gives things the time they need.   

In verse 9 he says you don’t want people at your funeral remembering your 

anger.  The truth is, life is full of frustration but don’t be remembered as 

someone who always lost their rag!! 

In verse 10 he says don’t be the sort of person who’s always looking back to 

the good old days!  You need to live now, because one day you will die, and 

you’ll have missed God’s presence here and now!   

The teacher says that wisdom has its benefits and if you live wisely, you can 

live well within the limitations life brings.  He then says that if we are to face 

reality, we need to realise that even wisdom has its limits! 

“Consider what God has done: who can straighten what he has made 

crooked?” (v 13)   

His powerful but simple point is this: even wisdom doesn’t have all the 

answers.  Wisdom cannot truly explain God or the things that happen in this 

world.  Wisdom cannot explain why good things happen to bad people, or why 

bad things happen to good people. 

There is, in truth, so much in life we simply don’t know and will never know.  

There is, the teacher says, mystery.  But…But…the teacher says we don’t need 

to try and escape the way the world is.  Let death be your teacher so that you 

really can give what you cannot keep and gain that which you cannot lose. 



Live wisely, but recognise there is such a thing as mystery. And above all 

remember that it is God who rules the universe and it is he who has set 

eternity in your heart, and that one bright hour he will bring all things, 

including you, to fulfilment. 

So hold onto him, whose death brings you life, whose wisdom no-one can 

fathom, and who holds you in the palm of his hand. 

 

Preached in Crawley Baptist Church on Sunday 5
th

 March 2017, by Rev. Ian Phillips. 

 

 

 


