
The Kingdom of Heaven is Like Leaven 
 

In this short article, I will do my best to explain what I believe to be the meaning of the phrase “the kingdom 
of heaven is like leaven”. Let’s begin by reading the parable of the leaven as recorded in both Matthew and Mark. 
 
Matthew 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 flour until it was all leavened.” 
 
Luke 13:20-21 
And again He said, “To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? It is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in 
three pecks of flour until it was all leavened.” 
 
As I’m sure we would all agree, leaven in the scriptures is a metaphor for “influence”. An influence - weather 
good or bad - has the power to change, and if left unchecked, can completely transform that which is being 
influenced. Thus, the fact that Jesus says, “the kingdom of heaven is like leaven” means that the influence of the 
kingdom has the ability to change and radically transform our hearts and lives. But that’s not all, the influence of the kingdom 
also has the ability to conquer the negative influences which would attempt to stunt the growth of the rule and reign of Christ 
within the people of God. This I suggest was the meaning of the parable of the leaven in the first century, and is 
just as applicable for us in our world today. Let’s begin by surveying the specific meaning of leaven in both the 
gospels and the epistles….  
 
Matthew 16:5-12 
And the disciples came to the other side of the sea, but they had forgotten to bring any bread. And Jesus 
said to them, “Watch out and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” They began to discuss this 
among themselves, saying, “He said that because we did not bring any bread.” But Jesus, aware of this, said, 
“You men of little faith, why do you discuss among yourselves that you have no bread? Do you not yet 
understand or remember the five loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets full you picked up? Or 
the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many large baskets full you picked up? “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.” Then they understood that He did not say to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the teaching of 
the Pharisees and Sadducees. 
 
According to this passage, leaven signified the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. But the Pharisees and 
Sadducees had many teaches, so what teaching specifically was Jesus referring to? The answer is found in 
the larger context of the passage….  
 
Matthew 16:1-4 
The Pharisees and Sadducees came up, and testing Jesus, they asked him to show them a sign from heaven. But 
He replied to them, “When it is evening, you say, “It will be fair weather, for the sky is red.’ And in the 
morning, “There will be a storm today, for the sky is red and threatening.’ Do you know how to discern 
the appearance of the sky, but cannot the signs of the times? An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign; 
and a sign will not be given it, except the sign of Jonah.” And He left them and went away.  
 
According to the context, the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees was their denial of the signs of the times. 
Specifically, they had failed to discern the impending judgment and deliverance that Jesus that the greater than 
Jonah came proclaiming. Said another way, the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees was that their 
nation and city would not be destroyed through the judgment of God, and that salvation was found in the 
Law, not in Jesus of Nazareth. This was the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees which had begun to influence 
the masses. The disciples were warned to stay clear of this false teaching lest they themselves become leavened. 



Luke 12:1 
Under these circumstances, after so many thousands of people 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”. 
 
According to this text, the leaven of the Pharisees was hypocrisy. But we must ask again, what specifically about 
the Pharisees did Jesus consider hypocritical? The answer once again is found in the larger context of the 
passage….  
 
Luke 11:37-44,52 
Now when He had spoken, a Pharisee asked Him to have lunch with him; and He went in, and reclined at 
the table. When the Pharisee saw it, he was surprised that He had not first ceremonially washed before 
the meal. But the Lord said to him, “Now you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and of the platter; but inside of you, 
you are full of robbery and wickedness. You foolish ones, did not He who made the outside make the inside also? 
But give that which is within as charity, and then all things are clean for you. But woe to you Pharisees! For you pay 
tithe of mint and rue and every kind of garden herb, and yet disregard justice and the love of God; but these are 
the things you should have done without neglecting the others. Woe to you Pharisees! For you love the chief 
seats in the synagogues and the respectful greetings in the market places. Woe to you! For you are like concealed 
tombs, and the people who walk over them are unaware of it…. Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of 
knowledge; you yourselves did not enter, and you hindered those who were entering. 
 
According to the context, the hypocrisy of the Pharisees was their failure to “walk the talk”. And significantly, the 
cause of their hypocrisy was their emphasis on the outer man rather than the on inner. By cleansing the flesh yet 
neglecting the heart, and by teaching the Law but neglecting to love, they themselves has missed the identity 
of the kingdom and were hindering those who would seek it. The leaven of the Pharisees was hypocrisy, and the 
followers of Jesus were to resist their influence. 
 
1 Corinthians 5:1-8 
It is actually reported that there is immorality among you, and immorality of such a kind as does not exist 
even among the Gentiles, that someone has his father’s wife. You have become arrogant and have not 
mourned instead, so that the one who had done this deed would be removed from your midst. For I, on my 
part, though absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged him who has so committed this, as 
though I were present. In the name of our Lord Jesus, when you are assembled, and I with you in spirit, 
with the power of our Lord Jesus, I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of his 
flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus. Your boasting is not good. Do you not 
know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough. Clean out the old leaven so that you may be a new lump, just as 
you are in fact unleavened. For Christ our Passover also has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us celebrate the feast, 
not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 
 
Clearly, the leaven in this passage referred to the immorality among some of the Corinthians. Understanding the 
power of leaven (influence), Paul took drastic measures to ensure that the rest of the congregation wasn’t 
affected by this extremely negative influence.  
 
Galatians 5:1-9 
It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore, keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of 
slavery. Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no benefit to you. And I 
testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law. 
You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace. For we through the 
Spirit, by faith, are waiting for the hope of righteousness. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
means anything, but faith working through love. You were running well; who hindered you from obeying 
the truth? This persuasion did not come from Him who calls you. A little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough. 



In Galatians, the leaven was the doctrine of the Judaizers. And specifically, it was the teaching that righteousness 
would come through the Law rather than by faith in Christ alone. The influence of this false teaching was 
causing some in the churches of Galatia to forsake their freedom in Christ and return to bondage under the Old Covenant. 
In agreement with the Pharisees and the Sadducees in Matthew 16, these Judaizers taught that the nation and 
temple would remain. If not dealt with swiftly, the influence of these men could potentially leaven even the most 
faithful.  
 
Based on these New Testament passages, we see that leaven was used as a metaphor for negative influence in at 
least two different ways: 

1. Teaching/doctrine 
2. Character/conduct  

 
However, I suggest that like leaven, the kingdom of heaven positively influenced the first century church in these 
two specific ways. But that’s not all, the influence of the kingdom prevented the first century church from 
being leavened by both the teachings and the character of the Pharisees and Judaizers. The leaven of the 
kingdom is to do the same for us today. 
 
In Matthew 16, the Pharisees had a skewed understanding of “the times” in which they lived. The majority 
of the nation of Israel could not grasp the reality and significance of their own historical situation concerning 
both redemption and judgment. Like leaven, their lack of spiritual understanding ran the risk of influencing 
others. Had they received the kingdom, like leaven, the teachings of the kingdom would have provided a proper 
understanding of “the times” and a proper understanding of the nature of the kingdom. In Galatians 5, some of 
the Galatians were being persuaded to return to the Law - to religion. They were seeking to be made 
righteous outside of the gospel of Christ. Like leaven, this error also ran the risk of corrupting the entire 
Galatian church. Had they received the kingdom, the leaven of the kingdom would have revealed to them the 
transient and shadow nature of the Old Covenant system.  
 
Conversely, the elect who had received the kingdom were rarely misled by such blatant false doctrine. The 
leaven of the kingdom influenced their understanding of “the times”. Thus, they were prepared for the 
destruction of the Old Covenant system and eagerly received the salvation of their souls at the Parousia of 
Jesus Christ (1 Peter 1:3-13, Hebrews 9:28). The same should be true for those in Christ today. The leaven 
of the kingdom (if we will allow it to permeate) will cause us to understand “the times” in which we live. 
Today, judgment has been established, the end of the world (age) has come, and we now dwell in the new 
covenant creation through the fulfillment of the “gospel of the kingdom”. 
 
In Luke 11 we saw the Pharisees distorted concept of “clean and unclean” wherein law ruled over love. 
Their focus was on the external rather than on the internal, resulting in a lifestyle of hypocrisy. This was 
dangerous as it had the ability to severely influence the masses. Had they received the kingdom, like leaven 
the influence of the kingdom would have begun to change their hearts and minds, empowering them to “walk the 
talk”. In 1 Corinthians 5, certain Corinthians had failed to allow the Holy Spirit and the teachings of Christ 
to transform their character. As a result, their behavior ran the risk of influencing and corrupting the entire 
congregation. Had they sincerely submitted to the kingdom (the rule and reign) of God, like leaven the 
influence of the kingdom would have radically transformed their character. 
 
Once again, the opposite was true for those who had fully submitted to the rule and reign of Christ at that 
time. Those who had allowed the leaven of the kingdom to influence their lives rarely fell through immorality, 
and if they did, it was only a part of growth and therefore temporary. Like leaven, the kingdom of God 
changed their minds and hearts resulting in a transformation of character where they could “walk the talk” 
and “talk the talk”. The same should be true for those in Christ today. As we allow the rule and reign of 
Christ to govern our lives, the leaven of the kingdom should remove from the child of God the spirit of 
hypocrisy and the desire for all immorality. 



As we conclude, there is one more point we need to make concerning this parable. Let’s read it again below. 
 
Matthew 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 flour until it was all leavened.” 
 
Notice that the kingdom of heaven would be “hid” …. “until it was all leavened”. In other words, the kingdom 
would be revealed when that which it had leavened (influenced) had been fully leavened (completely influenced and thus 
changed). Once again, I think we can draw a two-fold application from these words of the Lord. The first 
and primary corresponds to the first century generation, the second corresponds to every believer in Christ 
today and beyond. 
 
#1 
During the first century, the kingdom of heaven was for the most part “hidden” in a people (Colossians 3:1-
4), yet ready to be revealed (1 Peter 1:5, 5:1). However, when the church had been fully leavened, that is, fully 
influenced and thus transformed into the new creation; the kingdom of God became visible (discernable) to the 
rest of the world. Thus, the New Covenant kingdom was revealed in its citizens when those citizens received their redemption, 
that is, when they were fully leavened. But here’s the catch. This occurred when the Old Covenant kingdom was destroyed 
at the fall of Jerusalem in AD70 (Luke 21:20-32). In other words, one kingdom had to be removed so that a 
greater kingdom could be revealed.  
 
This finds a powerful parallel in the life of every believer, which leads us to….  
 
#2 
Although revealed historically, the kingdom of heaven becomes hidden anew in the new birth of every believer, ready to be 
revealed in the lives that we live. The high calling of every child of God is to make that kingdom known in a 
practical and meaningful way. But here is the catch. Just as the kingdom of Christ was revealed through the 
destruction of the kingdom (Judaism) that opposed it, so the kingdom of heaven within us can only be revealed as the 
kingdoms that rule our life begin to be destroyed. To the degree that we allow the leaven of the kingdom of God to 
influence and transform our lives in both word and deed, is the degree to which the kingdom of God will 
be revealed in us to others. 
 
The kingdom of heaven is indeed like leaven. Are you being changed by the kingdom, and is the kingdom in you 
changing others? The image and glory of God continues to be revealed as we, the body of Christ continue 
to be leavened. 


