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Scripture says, "A little leaven leavens the whole lump." 
The choice is ours: We can be the leaven of unrighteousness or 

The Leaven of the Kingdom 
BY ERN BAXTER 

I returned a few years ago to 
a city where I had once pas· 
tored to officiate at the fu· 

neral of an old friend. I had been 
away for a long while. so many 
people wanted to greet me. After 
the service. as I embraced one 
friend. I noticed a young couple 
that had not spoken to me mov· 
ing away from the scene. I asked 
my friend. "How are they?" 

"Not too well." he said. "After 
you left the city they were bitter. 
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Their parents served them roasted 
Baxter for breakfast. lunch. and 
dinner every day until they be
came so bitter against both you 
and the church that they turned 
their backs on Christianity. " 

Whether their parents had 
right reasons for roasting me 
three times daily is beside the 
point. The point is. they infected 
those young people with hatred. 
which eventually turned them 
against God. 

Our words. our actions. and 
our lives are all like leaven. or 
yeast. which cannot remain inac· 
tive and isolated-it permeates 
every part of the substance in 
which it is put. Those parents let 
the yeast of hatred work in their 
children until it destroyed them 
spiritually. We can be like those 
parents. or we can be the leaven 
of righteousness- the choice is 
ours. 

In the Scriptures. Paul ad· 
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dresses two churches that were 
infected with bad leaven, and 
gives us keys for ridding our
selves of it. Jesus, on the other 
hand, shows us a picture of good 
leaven and the potential it has
the potential we have for accom
plishing His purposes on the 
earth. 

Gifts and Sin 
Looking first at how we can 

clean out the bad leaven, we turn 
to the Corinthians. One New Tes
tament scholar bluntly said there 
are two things for which the Co
rinthian church is noted: spiri
tual gifts and sin. 

If someone asks about spiri
tual gifts, we read to them from 
Paul's first letter to the Corin
thians. If someone asks, "What is 
carnality?" we turn to the same 
book. Is it possible that a church 
could be so spiritually gifted and 
so sinful at the same time? Yes, 
because a little leaven- the sin of 
carnality- worked slowly but 
steadily on the Corinthians until 
it permeated the entire communi
ty. Yet they never saw what was 
happening; they judged their spir
itual condition by their gifts, not 
by their sin. 

The Corinthian condition is 
still at work in many churches to
day. Thousands of people believe 
that just because they are charis
matic, that is, endowed with spiri
tual gifts, they are automatically 
sanctified. But one doesn't neces
sarily follow the other. Charis
matic gifts are just that-gifts 
from God. We cannot earn them. 
The issue is how we use them and 
how we grow in them. 

A child who doesn 't grow up 
becomes arrogant, self-centered, 
and irresponsible. A carnal Chris
tian is one who is born again, but 
who hasn't grown up behavioral
ly. The Corinthians never grew in 
the use of the gifts that God had 
given them. "Grace is cheap," 
they said. "We like it because we 
can do wbat we want. " 
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It was Paul who had brought 
the gospel to Corinth, and for a 
time the people saw him as their 
spiritual father. But when he 
tried to warn them about their 
true spiritual condition, they 
turned on him. Their arrogance 
against apostolic authority came 
out of a misunderstanding of 
Paul's teaching on the grace of 
God. They thought he was say
ing that God saved them so that 
they could do what they wanted. 

Corinthian 
leaven 

The leaven of 
carnality 
permeated the 
Corinthian 
community. 

What he taught was that it was 
God's predestined purpose for 
them- and for us- to be con
formed to the image of His Son. 
God didn't save us by grace so 
that we could develop in dis
grace. He saved us by grace so 
that it could touch every area of 
our lives until we become walk
ing mamfestations of His beauty. 

A Corrupt Congregation 
The leaven continued to work in 

the Corinthians' lives. Once it 
produced an arrogance against 
apostolic authority, the next re
sult was corruption in the mem
bership. Paul admonishes them: 

In spite of all your spiritual 
gifts-five people prophesy at 
the same time while twenty
seven are all talking in tongues
everyone knows there 's fornica
tion and illicit sexual activity 
among you. There is even a man 
living with his stepmother! 
Even worse is your attitude
puffed up and arrogant. "How 
can it be wrong?" you say. "Did 
you hear those prophecies this 
morning? Did you ever hear a 
congregation talk in tongues 
like this one does'I" (1 Cor. 
5:1-2, free translation). 

Paul never suggests for a mo
ment that their spiritual gifts are 
not valid, Instead, what he says is, 
"Your gifts are genuine, but you 
are rotten." 

When he warns them to take 
action, he metaphorically speaks 
of leaven, "Your boasting is not 
good. Do you not know that a lit
tle leaven leavens the whole lump 
of dough?" (v. 6 NAS). He knew 
that if the leaven of carnal boast
ing and permissiveness was not 
stopped, it would ultimately con
taminate everything it touched. 

Correcting Carnali ty 
How do we deal with the prob

lem? I would suggest the key to 
correcting carnality is found in 
three steps. First, we must re
verse our conduct. Paul says, 
"Clean out the old leaven, that 
you may be a new lump" (v. 7 
NAS). We cannot harbor the old 
leaven, because by its very na
ture it will not stay dormant. 
Just as yeast permeates an entire 
lump of dough, the old leaven in 
our lives will color our entire per
sonality. The only way to get rid 
of it is to repent and change our 
ways. It is never too late to do 
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this. It might be extremely diffi· 
cult and cause us pain, hut God 
offers us the constant opportuni· 
ty to reverse our conduct, 

The second step of correction 
is to reln.te to Christ, the Pass· 
over Lamb sacrificed for us Isee 
verse 7), It is not self·effort that 
gets rid of bad leaven, It is the 
fact that at the cross, Jesus 
Christ took our unrighteousness 
and sin and vicariously bore 
them away. Sin has no legal 
claim to any part of us- not our 
personality, our family, our busi· 
ness; not our thinking or our ac· 
tivities; not our church or city or 
nation. By His death on the cross 
Jesus Christ legally outlawed un· 
righteousness forever. He 
trampled sin under His feet. He 
ground the skull of Satan under 
His holy heel and said, "You're 
finished forever." 

The third step of correction is 
to restructure our convictions. 
Too many gospels being preached 
today leave room for a little sin. 
But the scripture says, "A little 
leaven leavens the whole lump." 
Jesus did not say, "I am going to 
take away all your major sins; 
some of these minor ones are 
okay." The minor ones can be
come major overnight. He dealt 
with all sin. 

H He hadn't- if He had left 
even one small sin-it would have 
pinned Him to death. He would 
have pulled and strained at death 
and said, "I'm supposed to rise. 
What's holding Me?" And a Holy 
God would have thundered from 
His throne, "You missed one little 
sin at Calvary." 

But in reality, Jesus didn't 
miss anything. He dealt with sin 
so completely and effectively 
that when the time came for Him 
to rise from the dead, sin, Satan, 
and unrighteousnes all stood 
judged and chained, helpless to 
impede Him. With holy glee, He 
laughed at them, and casting 
aside the fetters of death, He 
strode triumphantly into the 
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future to become the man on the 
throne of God destined to lead a 
new humanity into eternal life. 

In responding to the grace of 
God, we cannot harbor the slight· 
est violation of the divine desire 
for us. There is no place for con· 
tinuing in sin. If we do, it is at 
the risk of having it permeate our 
personality and the whole con· 
text of our lives. Many Chris· 
tians are so much less than they 
could be because they did not 

The leaven that 
permeated the 
Galatians was the 
sin of legalism. 

deal with certain sinful leaven 
years ago, leaven that has con· 
tinued to pervade and paralyze 
them. 

Galatians and Grace 
The Corinthians had said, 

"Oh, I like that gospel of grace. 
You can do what you like." But 
.the Galatians had a different 
response to God' s offer of free 
grace. The leaven that permeated 
their ranks was not the sin of 

license but the sin of legalism. 
They looked at the Corinthians 
and said, "Your answer is too 
easy. There has to be a catch 
somewhere. No one gets some
thing for nothing. Sure, Paul told 
us to simply trust Jesus and free
ly receive the Holy Spirit and 
walk in His light. but we'd feel 
much better if we could depend 
on something more than the 
grace of God- just to make 
sure," 

When we fail to fully accept 
God's offer of free grace and sal· 
vation, when we feel that we 
must do something "extra" to 
ensure it, that is legalism. Then 
we are relying on our uworks" 
and not solely on Jesus' atoning 
work on the cross. Paul says if we 
are relying on grace, it must be 
one-hundred·percent grace. If it's 
works, it's one-hundred·percent 
works. The two cannot be mixed. 
Grace gives everything and al· 
though it demands a response, it 
requires nothing in payment. 
Works, on the other hand, de
mand to be paid for. If we believe 
anything we are doing is even· 
tually going to merit our sal· 
vation, then our salvation is 
payment for works, not a gift of 
grace. 

Paul is blunt in his statement 
to the Galatians: 

You foolish Galatians, who has 
bewitched you, before whose 
eyes Jesus Christ was publicly 
portrayed as crucified? ... Are 
you so foolish? Having begun 
by the Spirit, are you now be· 
ing perfected by the flesh? 
(Gal. 3:1, 3 NAS). 

The Galatian error was three
fold: a false view of Christ's 
atonement, a false view of the 
Holy Spirit, and a false view of 
themselves. 

False View of Christ 
Paul says, "If righteousness 

comes through the Law, then 
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Christ died needlessly" (Gal. 2:21 
N AS). If there is anything in us 
that could give us the right to get 
into heaven, then the Father did 
not need to send Jesus. Chris· 
tians who hold the Galatians ' 
view of grace and salvation will 
forever analyze their every move 
and motivation, desperately try
ing to measure up. 

When Peter walked on water, 
he was fine until he decided to 
analyze what he was doing-the 
analysis nearly killed him. Like 
Peter , for a while we may get 
along fine in our Christian walk 
because we're looking straight 
ahead and keeping our eyes on 
Jesus. But someone says, "Watch 
your walk, Brother. Watch your 
walk!" So we take our eyes off 
Him and look at our feet to 
analyze what 's going on-and we 
fall in a heap. Analyzing our walk 
and striving to add our own good 
works to it will not carry us 
across the finish line. Only God's 
redeeming grace will give us the 
victory. The Bible gives us the 
whole principle: 

Let us run with endurance the 
race that is set before us, fix· 
ing our eyes [not on ourselves 
and our good works, but) on 
Jesus, the author and perfect· 
er of faith. who for the joy set 
before Him endured the cross. 
despising the shame, and has 
sat down at the right hand of 
the throne of God (Heb. 12:1·2 
NAS). 

False View of the Spirit 
The second Galatian error was 

a false view of the Holy Spirit. 
"This is the only thing I want to 
find out from you," Paul says. 
" Did you receive the Spirit by 
t he works of the Law, or by hear· 
ing with faith?" (Gal. 3:2 NAS). 
God didn't fill us with the Holy 
Spirit because we deserved it. He 
gave us the Holy Spirit as a free 
gift to enable us to walk in the 
same kind of victory our Lord 
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Jesus Christ walked in. Such a 
victory requires utter depen
dence on the Holy Spiri t. 

We cannot fulfil the lusts of 
the flesh while walking in the 
Spirit, because we cannot be in 
two places at the same time. 
Many people believe we must 
fight the flesh. But we don't have 
to- it is already dead in Christ's 
crOss. We are simply to walk in 
the Spirit, "speaking to one 
another in psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs, singing and 
making melody ... to the Lord" 
(Eph. 6:19 NAS). Then we won't 
have to worry about fulfilling the 
works of the flesh. 

False View of Self 
The third Galatian error was 

the false view they held of them
selves, Take it from one who 
knows, we're never going to be a 
success in ourselves! Our disap
pointment with our failures real
ly says we are still expecting 
something from ourselves. "Oh, I 
did it again," we say. Sure, we 
did it again. We will do it again 
and again and again until we ac
knowledge that we are totally de
pendent on God's grace. Don't 
ever forget it. The moment I be
gin to think, I've been doing pret
ty welll4tely, so I'll try it on my 
own again, I'm on a road to fail
ure and defeat. 

The solution to the Galatian 
error is the same as the solution 
to the Corinthian error: We must 
purge the old leaven. Galatians 
5:1 exhorts us to "keep standing 
firm and do not be subject again 
to a yoke of slavery" (NAS). We 
must get back to the liberty of the 
gospel. We must get back to 
Christ. We must accept once more 
the adequacy of His sacrifice. We 
must receive again the fulJness of 
His Spirit. We must acknowledge 
once more that we are descen
dants of Adam. In ourselves, we 
don't have the power to do any
thing, We are powerless, broken, 
and beaten! But Jesus raised us 
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and filled us with His Spirit! He 
set us on the path to victory. He 
is still the answer. We must keep 
our eyes on Him and go where He 
is heading and purge out that 
other leaven. 

When we have purged out the 
old leaven of carnality and re
turned to a walk in the Spiri t, 
when we have purged out the 
leaven of legalism and accepted 
the complete work of Christ on 
our behalf, we can go on to be
come the leaven in the Kingdom 
that God intends us to be. 

Kingdom leaven 
will work until the 
kingdoms of this 
world become the 
kingdoms of our 
God. 

The Good Leaven 
Finally, we need to see that 

the Scriptures offer not only nega
tive uses of leaven as a symbol
as we've seen in Paul's letters to 
the Corinthians and the Gala· 
tians- but also positive uses. 
Jesus gave us a marvelous par
able showing that leaven can also 
be good: "The kingdom of heaven 
is like leaven, which a woman 
took, and hid in three pecks of 
meal, until it was all leavened" 
(Mt. 13:33 NAS). 

This is the only passage in 

which the permeating qualities of 
leaven are mentioned without any 
negative connotations. Jesus de
clared that the kingdom of God, 
His gospel, and His redeemed 
subjects hav"e been sown in the 
dough of human society and that 
their leavening effect is at work. 
His leaven will permeate the 
whole. By its very nature the 
kingdom of God cannot be re
sisted forever. Eventually, the 
nations will fall prostrate at 
Jesus' feet and crown Him Lord 
of all. Kingdom leaven will work 
until the whole of creation is 
leavened, until the kingdoms of 
this world become the kingdoms 
of our God. The leaven will con· 
tinue working until the knowl
edge of the glory of the Lord 
shall cover the earth, as the 
waters cover the sea, and until 
the nations walk in the light of 
the redeemed community's radi
ated glory. 

On, a blessed leaven, on with 
your silent, secret, successful 
journey! On to Africa and India 
and South America. On through 
the western hemisphere, through 
the eastern hemisphere, through 
the islands of the sea. On, a 
'blessed leaven! Circulate through 
city government, county govern· 
ment, state government, national 
government, and international 
government. God speed you on 
your journey! Permeate the whole 
until all creation joins in praise to 
the triumphant grace of God and 
His Son, Jesus Christ, who sits 
forever upon His throne. Amen. 0 
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