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Introduction 
 We come this morning to the parable of leaven in Matthew 13.33. As we noted last time, 
we have some difficulties to overcome to arrive at a sound interpretation of this parable along 
with a number of others. 1) The Gospel writers do not record an explanation of the parable. 2) 
The account is very brief. It is a single verse with few details leaving us with little to go on. 3) 
The brevity unlocks even more potential for preconceived notions to guide us in the wrong 
direction. 
 It will be helpful to keep the major points of emphasis of the surrounding parables in 
mind as we consider this parable. These emphases serve as guiding lights for a safe landing, for 
interpretative flight safety versus flights of fancy. They teach us that the kingdom comes in ways 
unexpected: it comes as a Sower sowing seed, by means of a gospel that grows from small seed 
to large tree, with the final judgment delayed until the end of the age. The elements of these 
parables will help us understand the parable of the leaven. They frame it and help us sift it 
through a grid to separate fact from fiction. To put it through a grid today, we will cover the 
comparison, the theme, the thrust, and the application of the parable.   
 
1A.The point of comparison 
 We can summarize the comparison in one sentence: the kingdom of God is like the 
effective and comprehensive influence of leaven. We know this is the key point from the nature 
of leaven, and from how Jesus cites its effectiveness.  
 Consider the nature of leaven. It is simply yeast, which is the by-product of some old 
fermented dough. When it comes time to prepare new dough for baking, a cook adds some of the 
fermented material to the new dough where it causes a chemical reaction. In the reaction, a 
bubbling or foaming action takes place. Like Alka-Seltzer in water, the yeast gives off bubbles. 
The thick and sticky dough traps the bubbles and the dough expands.  
 The yeast transforms the dough penetrating to every part until the whole is leavened 
(13.33). The effect on the dough is penetrating and comprehensive. This full penetration of yeast 
throughout the whole gives fresh bread its special flavor.  
 Leaven has definite effects on unfermented dough. Thus, the woman of the home can use 
the dough purposively and decisively. Think of some ways she can use it. 1) She can plan her 
baking around the effective influence of the leaven. 2) She can calculate the amount of leaven 
needed for some amount of dough. 3) She can modify the effect by kneading. Some recipes call 
for mixing in the yeast and for punching it down to only allow a limited amount of expansion, by 
squeezing out the bubbles. 4) The baker can miscalculate. I recall punching dough for my wife so 
literally that it would no longer rise, and she was not intending to make flat bread. Furthermore, 
experience teaches me that you can bake bread too early in the rising process. On one occasion, 
my wife left me in charge of bread baking, while she went out for something. When I looked into 
the oven, the bread had risen into the racks above it. I had to slice the loaf horizontally to get it 
out of the oven. Thus, the planning, calculating, and even miscalculating that goes on with yeast 
shows that its effects are definite, certain, and predictable.  
  
2A.The general theme of the parable 
 Now we need to broaden our perspective by a question. Can we gain understanding of the 
leaven parable by comparing this parable with the other parables? Is that one of our resources? 
The initial answer seems to be a definite yes.   
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 Somehow, we have to relate the gospel to each parable (Sower: the kingdom comes in 
gospel sowing; Weeds: the nations have the gospel instead of final judgment; and Mustard Plant: 
the gospel of the kingdom grows organically from the teaching of Christ into the teaching of the 
apostles). Therefore, we should conclude that what we have here is “Gospel Leaven” (the title of 
this message). In other words, the kingdom comes in the comprehensively effective working of 
the gospel.   
 To keep things clear, we should dismiss the idea that leaven must have a negative 
connotation. It is true that there is this negative use in the Bible. A little leaven that leavens the 
whole lump may be saying the same thing as a bad apple corrupts the entire barrel (cf. 1 Cor 5.6-
8). However, all analogies are flexible. The idea of negative versus positive contexts for the same 
subject is quite common. Just consider the use of birds in our passage. First, they represent 
satanic deception that snatches the word from the heart (13.4, 19). Second, they represent 
believers finding safety and comfort in the branches of the good news (13.32; cf. Ezek 17.22-24). 
Accordingly, there is no reason to take the illustration of leaven in any other sense than in a 
positive sense. Here, it is plain that the effectiveness of leaven is a positive picture of the 
influence of the gospel. What then is the thrust of the parable? To that question we now turn.  
 
3A.The thrust of the parable 
 We can put the question in the following way, “the gospel is effectively comprehensive, 
but in what sense?” That is, we need to inquire again about the matter of universality that many 
commentators see in these parables. So now we ask, does this leavening effect refer to the 
salvation of the world prior to the second coming of Christ? Does this leavening effect refer to 
what some talk about as the salvation of history within history? Granted, the impact is on the 
whole lump of dough, but we have to conclude again that universality of the millennial sort is not 
in view in the parable. Let me suggest why this is the case. 
 We need to begin with parables that speak about the effectiveness of the gospel because 
effectiveness is the point of comparison in the parable of the leaven.  
 Comparing parables that deal with the effectiveness of the gospel (the sower and the 
weeds), we note that not all soils are fruitful (cf. there are different soils, some good and some 
not so good), and not all people in the kingdom are sons of the kingdom (cf. there are weeds in 
the kingdom along with the wheat). What can we learn about gospel leaven in a context where 
the leavening effect is not universal, in a context where some hear the word and become children 
of the kingdom and others remain as children of the evil one? We need to ask another question: 
what do we learn about the gospel when we know, on one hand, that its leavening effect is not 
universal among sinners, while, on the other hand, its leavening effect is comprehensive, 
complete, and total (the yeast leavens the whole lump of dough)? These questions direct our 
thoughts away from some kind of millennial universality, but not away from universality or 
comprehensiveness altogether because, as we noted, the leaven leavens the entire batch of dough.  
 Now we need to consider where the woman puts the leaven. Where does she place it? It is 
gospel leaven, so where does Christ, pictured by this woman, place His word? She “hides” it in 
the dough. What does the lump of dough represent? What does hiding the yeast in the dough 
represent? These questions lead us directly to the thrust of the parable. Let us lay this out in 
steps. 
 First, we have to conclude by process of elimination that the picture is not that Jesus puts 
leaven into the world until it gradually saves the world (as is the case in other contexts such as 
John 3.16-17). Notably, if the dough were parallel to the field, then when the leaven does its 
work there would be no weeds; gospel-leaven would effectively transform them into wheat. 
 Second, the word goes into the heart in the parable of the sower, and by it, the Sower 
forms sons of the kingdom in contrast to the weeds.   
 Third, the object in need of leavening is the recipient of the gospel, the sinner in dire 
need. Thus, the gospel comes to the sinner with effective, penetrating, and comprehensive power.  
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 Fourth, instead of picturing the salvation of the world, the picture is that He puts the 
leaven into the heart of the sinner where it does its effective, penetrating, and comprehensive 
work until it saves the whole man. It comes with transforming power doing its work steadily in 
the hidden and inner man of the heart until it eventually transforms the entire person, soul and 
body.  
 Fifth, once we reach the thought of the salvation of the whole man, the parable catapults 
us into the future and unto resurrection glory. The leaven does its transforming work now 
through time. It continues into the Day of Judgment and through it to the resurrection. Just think 
of it. If Christ put the gospel into your heart, then you are a believer and your life, your very 
existence in the totality of your being as inward man and outward man (cf. 2 Cor 4.16-5.5) will 
be marvelously, fully, completely, totally, and gloriously transformed. Gospel leaven like yeast 
will penetrate to every dimension of your existence, shake it up, bubble it up, expand it, and 
transform it into the likeness of Christ who is the first-born among many sons and daughters. In 
the end, we must not miss the point that this working is not simply individual but corporate: 
Christ has many brothers and sisters who will all be with Him in glory (Rom 8.30; Jn 17.24). 
 
4A. Application of the parable 
 We need to put the parables together, when we do, and, in this context, the yeast parable 
teaches us about gospel power, gives us hope, and calls us to holiness. 
 1) Power 
 Looking back, we now know that the soil that receives the good seed is soil that Jesus 
prepares by placing His word in the heart with an effective leavening power.  
 The gospel of the kingdom brings with it the transformation of life. It penetrates and 
transforms the sinner in all his relationships. Through the gospel, Jesus gives ears to the deaf and 
eyes to the blind. Through His gospel, defined by His miracles, Jesus shows us that the good 
news saves the blind, deaf, mute, lame, and all afflictions of the body that reveal the curse of sin. 
He prepares good soil to receive the word and bring forth fruit. His word is an efficacious word 
that brings sinners into His kingdom as sons and daughters of the Father in heaven.  
 2) Hope 
 The leavening power of the word of our king simply reeks with promise and overflows 
with life enriching hope. In this connection, we do well to reflect some on the hope that gospel 
leaven gives us as Peter expresses it.  

Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at 
the revelation of Jesus Christ. 14 As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, 15 but as he 
who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 16 since it is written, "You shall be holy, for I am holy." 17 And if you call 
on him as Father who judges impartially according to each one's deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the time of your 
exile, 18 knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as 
silver or gold, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. 20 He was foreknown before the 
foundation of the world but was made manifest in the last times for your sake, 21 who through him are believers in God, who raised 
him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God. 22 Having purified your souls by your obedience to the 
truth for a sincere brotherly love, love one another earnestly from a pure heart (1 Pet 1.13-22). 

 3) Holiness  
 Righteousness is both a promise and a duty; the parable calls us to work at what the word 
is working in us. 
 Godliness is attainable. It is not something alien or inaccessible or pie in the blue sky.  
 It comes in a way marked by hiddenness (she hid the leaven in the dough). Our lives are 
hidden with Christ in God. Thus, holiness comes gradually like the process of leavening that 
expands the dough over time. It is certain. It is comprehensive taking in all of life by all of God’s 
law. The pure in heart are not insincere or dishonest; they face all of God’s demands squarely, 
with repentant hearts, and with trust in Christ as mediator by His precious blood (1 Pet 1.19). 
Therefore, you know that the fullness of what He secured “will be brought to you at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ.” 
 Accordingly, Peter says, set your hope fully on that grace that is certain in its coming.  
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 Do so with prepared minds and sober minds. 
 Be obedient children who turn away from the passions of your former ignorance. You 
know that the former passions are any appetite or emotion that gets out of control. Along with 
gluttony and sexual impurity, the former passions include the sins of anger, quarrelling, shouting 
or yelling, bitterness, and lack of forgiveness, malice, depression, and excessive grief.  
 Instead of these sins (and you know that in fact they are sins), you are to be obedient 
children. As obedient children, press forward, fight hard against sin, and lay hold of holiness.  
 Do so knowing that God is your Father and that He rescued you from the futile ways 
inherited from your upbringing. Now He is working in you to put away the habits of your former 
life shaped by the world and not by Christ. Now through the risen Christ you are believers in 
God. One goal God has is faith that He develops in you through trials because its development is 
more precious than silver and gold. Another goal is hope. Thus, Peter returns to the opening 
encouragement (1 Pet 1.13): set your hope on what is certain to come to you by the leavening, 
penetrating, effective, and powerfully comprehensive working of the word that gave you spiritual 
birth and will carry you through to the day of the revelation of the Lord Jesus.  
 
Concluding remarks 
 1) What is the sum of it all? 
 The fact of the transforming influence of the gospel (like yeast transforming the entire 
batch of dough in which the cook places it) is an encouragement and promise to God’s people. In 
all of our struggles, God is at work fashioning us by the gospel. Godliness is attainable because 
the kingdom comes like leaven that penetrates the entire batch of dough. The gospel penetrates 
into every area of the believer’s life where it gradually, certainly, and comprehensively does its 
saving work. Therefore, this parable reeks with promise that overflows our hearts with hope.  
 2) What shall we say about sin in our lives? 
 When we have pockets of sin in our lives, it is due to our failure to lay hold of the gospel 
means of grace. These setbacks are abnormal for the Christian; they are unnatural and contrary to 
the call of Christ that says, “Walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and 
gentleness and patience…” (Eph 4.1-2). The transformed life, the life being transformed, improving, 
and growing in holiness is the stable and normal Christian life. It is the life of a sinner, but of a 
sinner affected by the gospel, even infected with it. Deep down, the Christian hungers and thirsts 
for righteousness. He lays hold of the kingdom for dear life. Pockets of failure do exist but they 
are pockets that do not reflect his deep commitment to the Lordship of Christ. They are 
inconsistent with the Christian’s baptismal pledge.  
 3) How then do we go forward? 
 We go forward by looking upward. 
 a) Lift your eyes and fix them on Jesus the author and finisher of your faith (Heb 12.2). 
 b) Work hard at holiness because He gave His precious blood to make you holy (1 Pet 
1.19). Work in the knowledge of the fact that He will give you eternal and abiding grace at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ. So be obedient children. Strive after holiness. Serve your Savior in all 
things. Put sin to death in your members, which means fight with sin to the death (Col 3.5). 
 c) Finally, fill your thoughts with a sense of the marvel and awe of knowing that God is 
at work in you. Trust Him; He has begun the work, so He will finish it (Phil 1.6). Therefore, 
work out your salvation with this sense of awe (Phil 2.12) and with an abiding hope because the 
kingdom of God is like this picture of a woman who hid some leaven in a batch of dough until it 
did its complete work and transformed the whole batch. Likewise, Jesus puts the gospel into your 
heart with the settled, fixed and sure determination that it will penetrate your entire being starting 
now and ending without question in resurrection glory.   
 

To the Lord Jesus Christ be all glory both now and forevermore. Amen 
 


