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Today we will discuss the fourth parable presented by Jesus Christ.  This parable continues His discussion showing the work of Satan in trying to reduce the effectiveness of the visible church in God’s kingdom.  This parable is presented in Luke 13:21 and Matt 13:33.  

Matt 13:33 “He spoke another parable to them, ‘The kingdom of heaven is like leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three pecks of meal, until it was all leavened.’”

Jesus is again talking about the desecration of the church and not its healthy growth.  This is a very short parable that clearly illustrates my previous discussion about how one’s end-times’ theology can elicit a certain interpretation of a parable.  One interpretation of this parable is that the kingdom of heaven will grow into the worldly force for good just as leaven causes the dough to expand.  

The second interpretation of this parable is that it depicts the erosion of the kingdom of heaven on earth by evil as Satan will infuse the visible church with false teachings and it will become more secular.  One clue is that it is a woman who introduces the leaven, and no one of the Trinity is portrayed in Scripture as female.  

Most postmillennialists and some amillennialists understand this parable as the first interpretation.  They use this explanation to augment their end-times theology that the visible church will continue to advance as the pure, unadulterated body of Christ until it effectively rules the world and then Jesus will come again.  Most premillennialists and amillennialists will consider the second interpretation as a better fit with their end-times theology.  However, as I said, let’s not try to juxtapose the parable with any end-times view.  I also stated earlier that I would strive to let Scripture interpret Scripture rather than bringing any bias of mine into the interpretation.  I prefer to not let any end-times theology influence me into a particular understanding particularly since I do not believe anyone has an inspired understanding of the precise nature of the end times.  

There are two Biblical guidelines to use in an interpretation of this parable.  One guideline is that all of the parables in this section of Matthew are concerned with the opposition to the advancement of the Kingdom.  As we discuss all parables in this section of the book of Matthew we will see this progression.  The first parable discussed also showed the work of Satan and his disciples in taking away the word.  The second guideline is that throughout the Bible leaven only has two meanings: it can either be used to mean leaven in bread and it can be used symbolically for the concept of evil.  Leaven is never used symbolically to represent good.   

The first guideline causes us to wonder why Jesus would change His motif of warnings and suddenly introduce a short parable that would have a divergent teaching of the development of the kingdom of heaven. This first guideline is not definitive but it should cause us to carefully consider the validity of such an interpretation.  

The second guideline is much more definitive in pushing us toward the second interpretation of the parable.  If leaven is never used anywhere else in the Bible as a symbol for good, why would Jesus use it in that manner?  Certainly both interpretative camps would agree that Satan has negatively influenced the church since its establishment.  The only remaining issue of disagreement would be whether the church will develop to rule the world or if the world will corrupt the visible church so that the world will effectively rule the visible church.  

So let’s look closer at how the leaven concept is actually used in the Bible.  In the Old Testament era leaven was either just discussed without any symbolic meaning or it was used to represent evil.  As the people left Egypt they prepared unleavened bread for their trip because there was no time for the process and leavened bread would spoil quickly.

Exodus 12:39 And they baked the dough which they had brought out of Egypt into cakes of unleavened bread. For it had not become leavened, since they were driven out of Egypt and could not delay, nor had they prepared any provisions for themselves.

In the sacrificial laws leaven was excluded from every fire offering (Lev 2:11).  This requirement is certainly not for preserving the offering so it signifies that God is repulsed by grain that has been polluted with leaven.  In the time of the feast of unleavened bread all Jews were to search their homes to rid them of any trace of leaven (Exodus 12:15).  This removal of leaven is still done today by orthodox Jews as a symbol of removing evil from their homes during this feast celebration.  

Jesus clearly referred to leaven as evil religious teachings:

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.”

Mark 8:15 “And He was giving orders to them, saying, ‘Watch out! Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.’”

Col 2:20-23 clearly warns us against following commandments and teachings of men rather than following God. 

Paul also spoke of the influence of Satan on the truth of the Gospel in terms of leaven in Gal 5:7-10.

In baking, once the yeast is added to the dough it is impossible to remove yeast and in the corporate visible church it is probably also impossible unless God does the work.  However individual Christians can follow the advice of Paul and begin a purification of our lives as members of the visible and invisible church:

1Co 5:6 “Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough?
1Co 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.
1Co 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.”

Since the Bible identifies leaven as false teachings (Matt 16:12), hypocrisy (Luke 12:1), malice and wickedness (1 Co 5:18), let us all identify and remove leaven from our minds and actions, and as children in God’s kingdom live in sincerity and truth.  

