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Psalm 82                            “Good … for Nothing”                           November 23, 2014 
Matthew 25:31-46                                                                                    R.P.C. 
                                         Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Former Governor of Colorado, Richard Lamm, related an account of a 
memorable cab ride he had while on a visit to New York City…. As we all know, 
cab drivers in New York City have notorious reputations. They tend to be 
unfriendly, if not down-right rude; they drive in a hostile manner and wear out 
their taxi’s horn, long before they wear out a set of tires. Most of the cabs are 
filthy and a number even have a bullet-proof glass partition between the back 
seat and the front seat. 
    But Governor Lamm got a pleasant surprise when he jumped into one particular 
cab at LaGuardia Airport.  It was clean – in fact, it was spotless. There was 
beautiful music playing from an upgraded surround sound speaker system; there 
was no bullet-proof partition. 
    After the driver found out the Governor’s destination, he turned around, smiled 
and extended his hand to introduce himself as “Wally.” Then he handed the 
Governor his “Mission Statement” – you heard right - his “Mission Statement”: It 
declared he was going to get his passengers to their destination in a safe, 
courteous manner, and he would do his best to do it in a timely fashion… 
    A few minutes into the ride, Wally offered the Governor a choice between the 
New York Times or USA Today for the Governor to read to pass the time.  He also 
told the Governor to help himself to some fruit he had hanging on the back of the 
front seat. He then asked if the Governor had a preference in music, and gave him 
a play list of several varieties of music he, Wally, could put in the CD player. About 
ten minutes into the ride, Wally held up a cell phone and said, “If you have 
forgotten yours, or if the battery is low, you can use this one for a dollar a 
minute.” 
    The Governor was in a state of shock by now, and since Wally had not 
acknowledged he knew who his passenger was, the Governor asked him if this is 
how he treated all his fares. “Yea,” said Wally, “I learned how to do all of this from 
radio talk show.” “Well, how long have you been doing this for your passengers,” 
asked the Governor. “About four years,” replied Wally. 
    So the Governor pressed further: “But why? Why do you go to all this trouble?” 
he asked. “That’s easy,” said Wally, “It brings in another 12 to 14 thousand dollars 
a year in tips!” 



2 
 

    That last comment kind of spoils it all, doesn’t it? Here we though Wally was 
offering all that good service to please his customers – that maybe he was doing it 
out of the goodness of his heart, so to speak. But in truth, his basic motive was 
the money – ‘show me the money.’ 
    It’s sort of like some of the wait staff in restaurants, with their solicitations to 
refill our water glasses and cracker basket. They continually question us “Is 
everything is all right?” and “Can I get you anything?” - as they have been so 
trained. But we are somewhat suspicious that what they are really pressing for is 
a larger tip. 
    The custom of a tip by the way comes from English Pubs, where patrons would 
leave money in the labeled container bearing the name of their selected waiter as 
they entered the pub. That chosen waiter would then serve the customer, so the 
word “tips” is an acrostic meaning: “To Insure Prompt Service.” But all of this 
raises the point that in the economy of this world, too many of us doing 
something for others ONLY because there may be something in it for ourselves. 
    In the Scriptures things are designed and valued differently. In both the Old and 
New Testaments, the call to serve others has the stipulation that it is to be 
without thought of recompense or reward.  Another way to put that is that we 
have been called to be “good… good for nothing.” 
    A case in point is the psalm we shared a few moments ago. Psalm 82 is a 
magnificent soaring of poetic imagery and insight. Within its brief lines there lies a 
social message of hope for the salvation of the world. The psalmist declares, “Give 
justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the rights of the lowly and the 
destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the 
wicked.” 
    So why are we to do this for the weak, the orphans, the lowly, and the 
destitute?  What is in this for us? Nothing … absolutely nothing. To borrow a 
phrase from Nike, ‘Just Do It’ because it is the right and just thing to do. In fact, 
one might even be urged to give something of one’s own time and resources in 
order to assist; and notice this is not left up for God to do – it is our responsibility. 
There is no promise or thought of gain here, not monetarily or otherwise; there is 
no promise of any reward. But then again, there never is a promise of such kinds 
of gains in the Scripture. We are called to do it simply because THEY are in need. 
So often, “They have neither knowledge nor understanding; hence they walk 
about in darkness….” And we are to be people of light! Thus, the Scriptures call us 
to DO good … to BE good … good for NOTHING!  
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    Mickey Leland was a young man who grew up in the desolate inner city of 
Houston, Texas. He came from a poor family, and shared this statement as a 
description of his circumstances: “My mother was kicked out of the house by her 
husband, my father.” Yet after that tragic event, Mickey said his mother 
succeeded in providing for Mickey, and even managed to assist him with getting a 
college education. 
    After graduation, he decided to work for changing “the system” and ran 
successfully for the Texas legislature, then for U.S. Congress. As Congressman he 
became a model reform politician, working quietly among his colleagues, even 
‘across the isle’ to achieve his idealistic goals. 
    In 1983, as a member of Congress, Leland made the 1st of eight flights to make-
shift camps set up to meet the needs of the hungry and destitute in Africa. The 
next year, he persuaded the House of Representatives to establish the House 
Select Committee on Hunger, and was made chairman. This activity occurred 
during one of those many times when hunger was rampant in Africa. As he told 
one reporter, “I was approached by an elderly woman who could not speak in my 
language, but who communicated by touching her stomach, obviously begging for 
food.” “I looked beyond her to the whole camp behind her and saw thousands 
upon thousands of hungry people begging.” “I don’t know if I can convey what 
that did to me as a human being.” 
    In 1985 Leland led a drive in Congress for emergency aid to the starving in 
Africa which led to a remarkable appropriation of 800 million dollars. From there 
he continued to work to get Congress to act further against hunger and its 
devastating consequences. During a hearing he said, “In a country which spends 
such an incredible sum of money on armies and weapons, and on the pursuit of 
luxuries, entertainment and pleasure, surely we can afford the few dollars it 
requires to immunize a child against polio … or the few cents it costs to save a 
child from death by (hunger or) dehydration.” 
    So what was in it for Mickey Leland? Well, given our suspicion for politicians 
concerning acquiring money for campaigns and votes for re-election, it’s a fair 
question. But in this case there was no money or political gain for Leland. In fact 
the opposite was true: in his 1988 campaign for re-election, Leland was accused in 
Houston televised debate of caring more about foreigners, than about his own 
constituents. He responded: “I am as much a citizen of the world as I am of this 
country.” 
     On August 7, 1989, Leland and his party of 15 boarded a cargo plane to fly 210 
miles west to a camp near the Ethiopian border where thousands of refugees of a 
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war that raged there were in need of food. The plane never arrived … It flew into 
Tamsi mountain, killing all aboard.  At Mickey Leland’s funeral, a colleague said of 
him, “With his death, Mickey has accomplished his mission – to make many more 
people feel like THEY are citizens of the world.” 
    Such altruism seems to be far too rare in our day. This culture of ours too often 
teaches us that there is to be immediate self-gratification and reward for any 
“good” we accomplish. This world of our seems to hold to the philosophy that we 
must be good, or do good ONLY to receive something in return for ourselves.  We 
are taught that if we are good enough at baseball, basketball, or football, we can 
be rewarded with contracts worth millions upon millions of dollars. If we are 
fortunate enough to be gifted with some marketable talent, we can achieve fame, 
notoriety and wealth as an American Idol. We are taught that of we have been 
gifted by God with “good looks” or a “good body” that such goodness is to be 
used to gain pampered attention on E.T. or celebrity magazines. 
    This world unfortunately communicates that we can also be “bad … for 
something.” We live a culture where the distributing of illegal drugs will reward 
one with luxury cars, and gold jewelry. Who cares about the addict who dies from 
an overdose, leaving a family to mourn? Who cares about the victims of robberies 
and assaults who are left behind because some resort to such violence in order to 
“feed their habit”? Who cares about the difference between being “bad for 
something” and being “good for nothing”? 
    God apparently cares….. That comparison between the sheep and the goats, 
shared by Jesus in our text from Matthew has been given to the world to wake us 
up and perpetually remind us to care for the right reasons – to care for the right 
motives. The image that Jesus creates in this parable is that of all the nations of 
the world appearing before him for judgment. He divides the sheep from the 
goats; the good from the bad. He divides the “bad for something” from the “good 
for nothing.” 
    Those who have been merely self-serving – who have never acknowledged or 
addressed the needs of others are sent to eternal punishment. And we notice 
how they state their complaint, “But Jesus, we never saw the hungry or the 
stranger, the sick or the prisoner… If we had only known it was you…” Even with 
that recognition, would they have acted any differently? 
    Still, one of the real gems of this account is the response of those who were 
called the righteous – those who were good … good for nothing. “When did we 
see you hungry, or thirsty, or as a stranger, or sick or in prison?  Do we catch the 
full impact of the note of surprise on their voices?  They were so caught up in 
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doing good, and giving for giving for giving’s sake that they never took the time to 
realize that they were doing so to and for Jesus. There was no thought here for 
personal gain – Their motive was the purest anyone can have: they were good … 
good for nothing! 
    The meaning and point of some of the parables that Jesus tells can be 
somewhat obtuse – they have to be carefully “unpacked.” But not so with this 
one.  The point is crystal clear: God will judge us in accordance with our response 
to the needs of others. That judgment does not depend on how much knowledge 
we have amassed; it isn’t dependent on the fame we have acquired, nor the 
fortune we have attained. We will simply be judged on the basis as to how much 
we have assisted in helping others who are in need.  
    And dare we forget that the example has already been set by our Lord and 
Savior himself? God through Jesus Christ has been good to us – good to us… for 
nothing.  Jesus sought no personal gain or reward – nothing for himself. In fact, he 
‘emptied himself, taking the form of a servant’; and to be his follower is to do 
precisely the same. 
    Henry Nouwen writes: “One does not serve out of a sense of patronizing 
elitism. One serves by identifying with the destitute. The more I think about the 
meaning of living and acting in the name of Christ, the more I realize that what I 
have to offer others is not my intelligence, skill, power, influence or connections – 
 b. but rather my own brokenness, through which the love of God can manifest 
itself.” 
    One of the basic tenants of the Christian faith is that we are to serve others 
who are in need. Our response to that tenant does not require is to have a full-
time vocation in social services; nor to establish a non-profit agency of assistance. 
What is required of us is a vision that sees the need; an empathy for those who 
are in the dark and broken places of life; and a willingness to respond without any 
thought for reward. 
    As Dr. Albert Schweitzer, while serving as a medical missionary in Africa 
remarked, “One thing I know … The ones among you who will be really happy are 
those who have sought and found how to serve.” 
    So through the voice and example of our Lord Jesus Christ, the challenge of God 
is ever before us: We are to DO Good … We are to BE good …. Good for nothing!              
Amen. 
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