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The Parable of the Leaven and Dough (Matthew 13:33) 

This is the fourth of seven parables and the last which was told publicly. It was the final parable belonging to the "something new" category (34-36 and 51-52).  What is new? A woman takes leaven and mixes it with enough dough to feed an army! Three measures of meal are about 60 pounds. Normally, the housewife would make only one loaf of bread, enough for daily needs. Even if lots of company was coming, she would not mix that much because her oven couldn't handle it. She would have to divide it and mix as much as she could bake. 
God provided manna for the children of Israel in the desert, but he warned them not to collect more than they needed for a day - with the exception of Friday, when they collected for the Sabbath as well. 

REVIEW: 
1. In the first parable, the sower is generous in spreading the seed, seemingly unconcerned about where the seed falls or what happens to it. 

The gospel we preach to the lost is basic and simple. Peter told the Philippian jailor in Acts 16:31, "Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house." The apostles preached the gospel, that Jesus was the promised Christ, that he had been crucified, and was resurrected from the dead. Listeners were called upon to repent and believe. 

Nearly all converts in the early period of the church were Jews. The 12 disciples, the seventy who were sent later, the 120 who waited in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit, and the 3000 who were added to the church at Pentecost were almost exclusively Jewish believers who accepted Jesus as the Christ. They were baptized, filled with the Holy Ghost and added to the church. 
2. In the second parable, the enemy sows tares in a field which had been carefully prepared and planted by the farmer and his servants. 
After missionaries find receptive soil for the gospel, their next goal is building local churches. This involves much instruction in the Word. Satan will attempt to infiltrate the church by smuggling unsaved into the membership. They can cause confusion, distract, divide and discourage true believers. 

3. The third parable describes a new phenonema in that a tiny mustard seed grows into a huge tree. This is not the way it was meant to be. Mustard is a spice and you don't need much of it to season food. Little is said about mustard in this parable, but many birds are said to have built their nests in the tree. 
Under Constantine and Theodosius, the church grew into a huge monstrosity and began to harbor and breed false teachings. 
Jesus didn't explain the fourth parable of a woman who mixed leaven into 60 measures of dough. Bible students are divided on the meaning, and I will get to the possible interpretations below in my comparison to church history.
Letter to the Church at Thyatira= "Sacrificing" (Revelation 2:18)
"And unto the angel of the church in Thyatira write; These things saith the Son of God, who hath his eyes like unto a flame of fire, and his feet are like fine brass; I know thy works, and charity, and service, and faith, and thy patience, and thy works; and the last to be more than the first. Notwithstanding I have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess, to teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols. And I gave her space to repent of her fornication; and she repented not. Behold, I will cast her into a bed, and them that commit adultery with her into great tribulation, except they repent of their deeds. And I will kill her children with death; and all the churches shall know that I am he which searcheth the reins and hearts: and I will give unto every one of you according to your works. But unto you I say, and unto the rest in Thyatira, as many as have not this doctrine, and which have not known the depths of Satan, as they speak; I will put upon you none other burden. But that which ye have already hold fast till I come. And he that overcometh, and keepeth my works unto the end, to him will I give power over the nations: And he shall rule them with a rod of iron; as the vessels of a potter shall they be broken to shivers: even as I received of my Father. And I will give him the morning star. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches" (Revelation 2:18-29). 

Thyatira was known for high-quality bronze used to produce weapons, and for red and purple dyes. In Acts 16:14, Paul found a woman named Lydia from Thyatira in Philippi selling purple cloth. 
The city was dominated by various trade guilds that mixed their trade with paganism and immorality. If you were a carpenter or a potter or a metalworker, you joined a trade guild that met at the local pagan temple. Along with the regular trade guild business came the associated idol worship, drunkenness, and rampant sexual perversion. It was a package deal. 

This church received the longest message from our Lord. It begins with a description of Jesus Christ, "the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze" (v. 18). Instead of focusing on ourselves or our church, we need to turn our eyes on the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Once we have worshipped him, we are prepared to hear what he has to say.

"I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at first" (v. 19).

Thyatira received high praise from Jesus. This church does good works like Ephesus, but unlike Ephesus, that lost it's early fire for the Lord, Thyatira was getting hotter! 
And it is that high praise that makes the rest of this passage so unsettling. Somehow an ungodly woman has risen to a place of enormous spiritual influence. "Notwithstanding I have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess, to teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols." (v. 20)
Wow! Is the Lord still talking about the same church? Is such a thing possible? The text does not explain much more about this woman or the circumstances under which she came to power in the church. It is clearly a real person, although her real name is probably not Jezebel.  Jezebel was the wicked wife of King Ahab. She was the daughter of a pagan king who exerted an evil influence on Ahab and the entire nation of Israel. Because of her influence, Ahab was more evil than all the kings who came before him. The crafty and apparently glamorous Jezebel became a symbol for seductive evil that not only allowed Baal worship but promoted it, and not only allowed adultery but encouraged and rewarded it.

But how could such a woman come to a position of influence in the church at Thyatira? The answer is probably in the word “prophetess.” By claiming to speak for God, she gained credibility with gullible, untaught Christians. One could imagine that such a woman combined a powerful personality with persuasive speech, a seductive smile, and withering scorn for critics. She was no doubt wealthy, good looking, influential, clever, quick witted, knowledgeable, slick in her presentation, and extremely dangerous. Once embedded in a church, that kind of personality is difficult to get out. 
Her rise to power was likely innocent enough. Someone probably invited her to a meeting and she came. Members started to think, "What if she got saved! That would give our small congregation a great boost and bring us credibility in the community." When she did "accept" Christ, she brought others with her. People were forgiving and unwilling to confront her when she said or did things that were unbiblical. 
No doubt her followers filled the pews at Thyatira. Perhaps they sang in the choir. Some of them perhaps accused faithful Bible teachers for being narrow-minded fundamentalists.

There was likely a point in this development where the church elders should have stopped her. When Jesus says, “I gave her time to repent,” he may have been referring to such a time. While it is true that the patience of God is meant to lead to repentance (see: wheat and tares), it is also true that God’s patience has a limit. Perhaps church leaders did confront her about her sinful behavior and she did not respond. They may have tried to get her out, but there were too many of her faithful followers who objected. Perhaps she was related to one of the church leaders.  Perhaps the leaders feared that if they confronted her, she would split the church. Or they hoped that by tolerating her, she would eventually go away or change her ways. It was likely a combination of all those factors.

We need to be wary of those who advertise themselves as “prophets” and “prophetesses.” It is one thing to be a Bible teacher or a pastor, but it is something else to claim to receive special messages from God. It is one thing to say, “In Romans 8, God says…” and quite another to claim, "I had a vision from the Almighty," or "God gave me a message for the church."
The phrase “so-called deep secrets” sounds very new age-like and gives us a clue to what was going on. Jezebel enticed her followers by promising them knowledge and experience that came through some mystic ritual, medium, occult practice, symbol, or sexual experience. Many sects and secret orders incorporate such rites that entice, excite, incite and eventually enslave. Even the desire to know future prophetic events mentioned in scripture can lead a person into such dangerous territory. Those who ignore clear teachings of the Bible, but seek "hidden knowledge" are prime candidates for demonic deception. 
Evil in the church will be severely judged. Even more so than these same evils in the world. Jesus said,
" And I gave her space to repent of her fornication; and she repented not. Behold, I will cast her into a bed, and them that commit adultery with her into great tribulation, except they repent of their deeds. And I will kill her children with death; and all the churches shall know that I am he which searcheth the reins and hearts: and I will give unto every one of you according to your works." (vv. 21-23).

Jezebel is beyond redemption. Her followers still have time to repent, but judgment is certain, intense, and deadly, as a warning for others. Consider the fate of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11).
Those who promote free sex, casual sex, hooking up, sleeping around, premarital sex, swinging, fornication, prostitution, filthy talk, child pornography, prostitution, adultery, sexual experimentation, homosexuality, transsexual, bisexual and pedophile acts listen up: "Be sure your sin will find you out." "What you do in secret will be shouted from the housetops.""What you do in the dark will be seen as if it were midday."
Encouragement for the faithful
Verses 24-25 contain Christ’s words to the faithful remnant at Thyatira. "Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you): Only hold on to what you have until I come."
Jezebel is a burden on true Christians, and although her judgment is sure, she remains in the church. As we have already seen in the second parable, wheat and tares remain together until the harvest.  Jesus has only one command to his faithful followers: Hold on! It may seem easier to give up, but holding on the proper course of action. We must be overcomers!
"To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations- ‘He will rule them with an iron scepter; he will dash them to pieces like pottery’- just as I have received authority from my Father.  I will also give him the morning star" (vv. 26-28).

Parable of the Leaven and Meal, Letter to Thyatira and Church History
A number of expositors see a progression of church history in the kingdom parables of Matthew 13, but there are varying interpretations. 

Some say that the three measures of meal are the three major divisions of Christianity, the Roman-Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and Protestant Churches.  The leaven represents false teachings, but they struggle with the identity of the woman in the parable. 

Others contend that the three measures of meal represent the body, soul and spirit of man. There are several flaws in this interpretation. The trinity is reserved for God. Man is a dichotomy - a soul that has a body and spirit. Genesis says that God made man, breathed his spirit into him and man became a living soul.  The expression "body, soul and spirit" appears only once in the Bible where is speaks of sanctification (I Thessalonians 5:23). In all other passages, the soul is a person which has a body and a spirit. The Bible doesn't speak of a soul after a person dies until he is resurrected with a body.

Some believe that leaven represents the gospel, the dough is the world and the woman is the church. There are problems with this interpretation however. The meal would more likely represent the Word or truth. Jesus called himself the "bread of life."  
Not a few expositors claim that leaven always refers to false teachings. Jesus warned of the leaven of the Pharisees, Sadducees und Herodians (false teachings, Matthew 16:11; Mark 8:15), describing these teachings in more detail in Matthew 23:23-36. 
My own interpretation need not be taken as biblical truth, but I will share my thoughts here. I also see a progressive depiction of church history, but don't believe leaven is always a symbol of evil or false teaching. I personally think that leaven simply represents that which is contagious, or spreads quickly, affecting its surroundings. We talk about contagious diseases, but also say, "Laughing is contagious." Leaven was forbidden during the Passover feast, but it was required in the thank offering.  Paul seems to be quoting a familiar saying in Galatians 5:7-9 when he says, "A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump." Leaven is an important part of bread making and bread is universally a symbol of healthy nourishment.  It could hardly symbolize evil or that which is to be avoided.

I personally believe the woman is the church and the leaven is God's Word. If this depicts the reformation period as I think it does, the picture seems clear. The Bible is now translated into the language of the people and being printed and disseminated throughout Europe, Asia and North America (the three lumps of meal?).  As in Mark's version of the parable of the sower, written to the Gentiles, the trend of the harvest is on the increase. The letter to Thyatira says the church's latter works are better than the first.  
BUT… wicked Jezebel is still leading Christians into adultery! I believe this is a depiction of the Roman church. God gave it many centuries to repent and admonished Thyatira for continuing to tolerate her. 
The Bible speaks clearly about sexual sin and this was obviously a serious problem in the church of Thyatira. But scripture also calls unfaithfulness to the Lord adultery or whoredom (Hosea).  
The Roman Catholic Church consistently persecuted Christians who dared to teach or even obey scriptural teachings that conflicted with church traditions and dogmas.  The church used its worldly influence, wealth and cultural beauty to impress its followers, performed mystical rituals and led them to worship icons, idols, symbols and dead saints.  The words "things sacrificed to idols" is in Greek a single word that means "image sacrifice." I believe that this could be in reference to the Roman Catholic dogma of transubstantiation, which teaches that the wine and bread (hostia) served in mass are miraculously transformed into the actual blood and flesh of Christ.

Those who commit adultery with the woman, will face great tribulation -- unless they repent. God offers his grace to the most vile and wicked! The children who are products of relationships with the woman Jezebel will be put to death, but those who haven't accepted her doctrine or participated in her sinfulness will suffer no other burden (other than the woman). 
"And he that overcometh, and keepeth my works unto the end, to him will I give power over the nations: And he shall rule them with a rod of iron; as the vessels of a potter shall they be broken to shivers: even as I received of my Father. And I will give him the morning star." (Revelation 2:26-28) 
Morning star: (II Peter 1:19; I Thessalonians 5:2; Revelation 22:16).  
Nations and regions that formed coalitions with the Roman Church, were hit hard by the deadly bubonic plague, which wiped out a third of the population. Turkish invasions from without and the peasant wars within (also called the Thirty Years War) took a heavy toll.  These same areas were also hit hardest in World Wars I and II. 
The Lord's promise to the faithful of Thyatira was also fulfilled. Although labeled as heretics and bitterly persecuted by the church, most of these groups, like the Waldensians, Hussites, Hutterites, Mennonites, Amish, Huguenots, Brethren, and Anabaptists generally found favor with the people. This explains why such groups grew in the midst of persecution.  
Lands which held to the church of Rome and waged a successful and bloody counter reformation against protestants, became poverty stricken for the next two centuries. Those areas of Europe which remained protestant, enjoyed prosperity. Millions of religious refugees fled to America, which soon became the most affluent and powerful country in the world.  
Unfortunately, these lands that were so blessed, later departed from the faith and paid the consequences. Liberalism, materialism and greed (Ephesians 5:5; I Corinthians 6:9-10; 10:7 and 14; Colossians 3:5) became the norm, and even America now stands on the brink of spiritual disaster.
5

