
The Parable of the Leaven 

 

 
 

(Matthew 13:33; Luke 13:20–21) 

 
Setting the Scene 

 
Jesus speaks in parables to crowds and to his disciples about the “kingdom of 

heaven” (Matthew) or “kingdom of God” (Luke). These stories use ordinary 
household and agricultural images so that hearers can grasp something hidden 

and surprising about God’s reign. The Leaven parable is one of the shortest. It 
follows immediately after the Mustard Seed in both Gospels and forms a pair: one 

image of outward, visible growth (a tiny seed becoming a tree that shelters birds) 

and one of inward, hidden permeation (a small amount of leaven working through 

a large mass of dough). 

The scene is domestic and familiar. A woman takes leaven—fermented dough 

saved from a previous batch—and hides or mixes it into three measures (roughly 

50–60 pounds) of flour. That quantity would produce bread for a large household 

or a feast. She works it in “until it was all leavened.” Nothing more is said. No moral 
is appended. The story simply ends when the whole is transformed. 

 

 

Context 
Matthew 13 is a concentrated collection of kingdom parables: the Sower, the 

Weeds, the Mustard Seed, the Leaven, the Hidden Treasure, the Pearl, and the Net. 

Jesus explains that he speaks in parables so that those with ears to hear may 



understand the “secrets of the kingdom,” while others hear but do not perceive. 
The Leaven therefore sits among teachings about small beginnings, mixed 

reception, patient growth, and eventual completeness. 

Luke places the same pair (Mustard Seed and Leaven) after Jesus heals a bent-over 

woman on the Sabbath and after questions about who will be saved and how the 

kingdom comes. The pairing of a man’s agricultural work and a woman’s household 
work is deliberate; both ordinary labors become windows onto God’s activity. 
Leaven often functions elsewhere in Scripture as a sign of what must be removed 

or resisted—at Passover as a mark of haste and purity (Exodus 12), and in Jesus’ 
and Paul’s warnings about hypocrisy and corrupting influence (Matthew 16:6, 11–
12; Luke 12:1; 1 Corinthians 5:6–8). That background makes Jesus’ use of the 
image here all the more striking: he takes a familiar, potent household process and 

applies it to the holy work of the kingdom itself. 

 

 

Observations 

 
The comparison is explicit: “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven…” The kingdom is 
not likened only to the finished loaf or only to the woman, but to the whole 

process—small agent, hidden action, complete permeation. 

Several features stand out: 

• Smallness and hiddenness. The leaven is a tiny portion relative to the flour. 

The Greek verb often translated “mixed” or “hid” (enkryptō) emphasizes 

concealment. The work begins invisibly. 

• Internal, organic action. Leaven does not coerce from the outside; it 

ferments from within. The dough itself is changed. 

• Inevitability and completeness. The process continues “until it was all 
leavened.” There is a terminus. The parable does not describe partial 
influence. 

• Domestic, feminine imagery. God is pictured through a woman’s everyday 
labor of feeding others, balancing the more public, male-coded images of 

sowing and harvesting in the surrounding parables. 

• Quantity. Three measures of meal is a large but finite amount—enough for 

a banquet. The image suggests thoroughness within a defined whole, not 

merely vague expansion. 



Read with the Mustard Seed, the parable portrays the gospel and the reign of God 

as beginning small and hidden—a Galilean preacher and a handful of disciples—yet 

working inwardly and comprehensively until the whole is affected. The kingdom 

transforms persons and communities from the inside, often quietly. An image 

associated with fermentation and hidden power is used here for the work of God: 

the kingdom may not look the way people expect, yet it is alive, active, and destined 

to finish what it begins. 

 

 

Questions 

 
The parable leaves several questions open, which is part of its power: 

• What, exactly, is being leavened? Individual hearts? The church? Human 

society? The three measures invite reflection on scope without answering it 

fully. 

• How does hidden, gradual work relate to the more dramatic images of 

harvest, judgment, and sudden appearing that also belong to Jesus’ teaching 
about the kingdom? 

• What is the role of human agency? The woman “takes” and “hides” the 
leaven; the process then proceeds. Does this picture divine initiative working 

through ordinary, even unnoticed, human action? 

• How should communities that claim to live under this kingdom measure their 

faithfulness—by visible size and influence, or by the quiet, thorough change 

of character that leaven produces? 

These questions keep the parable from becoming a simple slogan about “growth.” 
They press hearers to examine whether the reign of God is actually at work in them 

as an internal, transforming power rather than merely an external affiliation. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
The Parable of the Leaven teaches that the kingdom of God does not arrive as an 

imposing institution or an instantaneous conquest. It enters like a small, living 

agent hidden in the ordinary stuff of human life. Once introduced, it works from 

within, altering the whole until nothing remains untouched. The image is both 



comforting and demanding: comforting because small beginnings and hidden 

faithfulness are not wasted; demanding because the process claims everything. 

The parable refuses a kingdom that remains merely external or partial. The dough 

is not left half-risen. The woman does not stop halfway. The story ends only when 

“the whole was leavened.” 
For those who hear it, the invitation is the same as in the other kingdom parables 

of Matthew 13: to receive the word so that it can work, to recognize the treasure 

even when it is hidden, and to live as people already being transformed by a power 

that begins small, acts inwardly, and intends completeness. The kingdom is like 

leaven. It is already at work. The question the parable leaves with every hearer is 

whether we will let it finish its work in us. 

 

 

 
 


