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The Commands of Our Lord

“Beware of Leaven”
Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful.

Matt 16:6 And Jesus said to them, "Watch out and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees."
Matt 16:11 “How is it that you do not understand that I did not speak to you concerning bread? But beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.
Matt 16:12 Then they understood that He did not say to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”
Jesus was warning the disciples and us to beware of the legalism of the Pharisees and the modernism of the Sadducees.  The danger is just as real today and so we must obey this command today also.  Leaven has always been a symbol of evil in Scripture.  Jesus’ righteousness is symbolized as unleavened bread in both the Passover feast and the “Lord’s Supper”.
The disciples at first did not understand Jesus’ reference.  They thought that He was talking about making literal bread.  All the cooks and chemists know that yeast (leaven) will result in the bread spoiling if it is not eaten soon after adding the yeast.  The yeast will react with the oxygen and the dough to make bacteria that can be very harmful.  Yeast corrupts and inflates the bread and the corresponding evil will do the same for the church.  
Jesus was warning His disciples of the danger of evil entering into their lives and their teaching.  Just as leaven corrupts and inflates bread, the leaven that could damage the Kingdom was the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.  Jesus clearly defined the leaven as including hypocrisy, precepts of men, and tradition of men:
Luke 12:1 “Under these circumstances, after so many thousands of the multitude had gathered together that they were stepping on one another, He began saying to His disciples first of all, "Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.”
Mark 7:6 “And He said to them, "Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 'This people honors Me with their lips, But their heart is far away from Me.

Mark 7:7 'But in vain do they worship Me, Teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.'

Mark 7:8 "Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men."”
It only takes a little leaven to ruin the entire batch of bread as it will spread throughout the bread.  Similarly false teaching will spread throughout the church and spoil it.  We have ample warnings throughout Scripture about such leaven.  Paul warned the Corinthians and the Galatians of such problems: 
1Cor 5:6 “Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough?”
1Cor 5:7”Clean out the old leaven, that you may be a new lump, just as you are in fact unleavened. For Christ our Passover also has been sacrificed.”
1Cor 5:8 “Let us therefore celebrate the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.”
Gal 5:9 “A little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough.”
Jesus also warned how easily the perfection of the kingdom of God can be spoiled by the addition of just a little leaven.
Luke 13:20 “And again He said, "To what shall I compare the kingdom of God?

Luke 13:21 It is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in three pecks of meal, until it was all leavened.” 
I am aware that some people interpret the Luke parable to mean that the kingdom of God will easily spread throughout the world but such is not consistent with the teaching of all of Scripture and with the teaching of our Lord in Matt 16: 6-12 and in His other teachings about leaven.  Jesus would not use leaven as both a symbol of evil and of good.  The leaven that began to destroy the church of the Galatians was the false teachings of the Judaizers who were trying to get the Galatian Christians to mix works with grace for justification.  That sort of leaven was quickly spreading through the early church and would have had a disastrous effect if the Holy Spirit had not intervened.  
Today false teachers are spreading the leaven of works in the church again by teaching that God wants us to be happy and wealthy and that victory in Jesus means a life full of materialistic blessings.  A common leaven that we hear from some preachers today is that God wants you to be happy.  God wants to fill us with joy and we are to learn to be content in all circumstances but the truth does not draw numbers the way that lies can.
We must constantly be vigilant against the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.  Take some time today to identify some leaven that could work to weaken and even destroy the church in America.  Find someone with whom you can discuss such topics.  
