
 

“A Little Leaven Leavens the Whole Lump” 
(1 Corinthians 5:6) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  In 1 Corinthians 5, we see Paul discussing the issue of immorality within the 
church of Christ.  There is a man who has been reported as having committed acts of sexual 
immorality with his step mother.  The Corinthians apparently were tolerating the man’s sin.  
They did not cast him out of the fellowship, as they should have, but rather they became 
arrogant, or puffed up.  Paul says that they were boasting.  Exactly what they were boasting 
about, we are not told.  It could be that they were boasting against Paul’s authority.  They had 
become so proud that they would no longer listen to him.  But that doesn’t seem to be the case, 
since they apparently were willing to listen to him.  Paul doesn’t once bring into question their 
desire to obey his authority.  It is more likely that their boasting was borne out of the fact that 
they thought themselves to be so loving and tolerant of the offender, that they were not willing to 
abandon him, but kept him in the church with the hopes that he would repent.  In doing so, they 
fell into that same snare of the devil that we looked at last week.  They painted their sins with 
the colors of virtue, so they thought that they were doing the right thing, when in fact they were 
sinning against their Lord.  Jesus commanded His church that if the sinning professor doesn’t 
repent, then he should  “be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer” (Matt. 18:17).  They were 
so proud that they would not listen to the word of their Sovereign.   
 But Paul tells them, “Your boasting is not good.  Do you not know that a little leaven 
leavens the whole lump of dough?” (1 Cor. 5:6).  To become so prideful as to allow any 
measure of sin is not good, it is bad, very bad!  Do you not realize that it only takes a little 
leaven, a little bit of yeast, to cause the whole lump of bread dough to become leavened.  Sin is 
the same way.  A little bit of sin tolerated in the congregation will result in the whole 
congregation becoming affected with sin.  The fact that all of the Corinthians were now 
tolerating this practice should be enough to convince them of that.  Sin is a dangerous thing.  
One Puritan preacher of old called it “The Plague of Plagues.”  It is a plague because it is so 
infectious.  It is not something to be trifled with.  If one person becomes infected by it and it is 
not treated, it will spread to everyone else as well.  One person tolerates sin, and then another 
and then another.   After a while, the whole congregation is tolerating it, because they are 
infected by it.  The same thing is true in the lives of individuals.  If you allow yourself to 
tolerate one sin, then you will tolerate another and another, until it infects your whole 
conscience, which becomes so seared that you no longer take sin seriously.  “A little leaven 
leavens the whole lump of dough.”  It is for this reason that you must constantly be on your 
guard against sin, lest it overtake you and deceive you and make your heart sick.   
 We have already seen two of the devices that Satan uses to try and bring us in to sin:  
both by hiding the hooks on his baits, and by making sin to appear as actual virtue.  Tonight, I 
want us to look at a third device that he uses.    
 

C.  The Third Device that Satan Uses to Draw the Soul to Sin Is to Make the Sin Look 
Smaller than It Really Is, or to Convince You that the Sin Is Really Not that Significant.   
1.  That is, he wants us to look at sin the way that the Corinthians did:  It is such a small 

matter.  It is really not that serious after all.  It is better if we tolerate it so that we can 
win the person back with our love.  If we cast him out, then he might leave the church 
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forever.  We shouldn’t condemn him or be harsh.  It will only push him farther away.   
a.  And so they make sin out to be less serious than it is.  It is not a deadly plague 

which needs to be removed from the midst of the congregation, lest all be infected.  
It is something that is tolerated.  It is justified in another way, so that they don’t 
have to do something which is unpleasant.   

b.  Brooks writes, “Ah! saith Satan, it is but a little pride, a little worldliness, a little 
uncleanness, a little drunkenness, etc.  As Lot said of Zoar, ‘It is but a little one, and 
my soul shall live’ (Gen. 19:20).  Alas! saith Satan, it is but a very little sin that you 
stick so at.  You may commit it without any danger to your soul.  It is but a little 
one; you may commit it, and yet your soul shall live” (Precious Remedies 38).   

c.  Perhaps Satan has come to you and tried to convince you that a little sin is 
consistent with your Christian profession.   

d.  “The Lord really doesn’t take things as seriously as all that!  He is not a 
perfectionist!  He knows your weaknesses.  Surely He’ll understand if you give into 
this or that sin.  He will not hold it against you.  After all, what kind of a God 
would He be if He did.  The Bible says that He is gracious and his lovingkindnesses 
are everlasting.  If you generally try and be a good person, that is all He requires.”   

e.  And with lies such as these, the devil tries to get you to take your eyes off of His 
holy Word, which requires perfection, and condemns the least little sin.   

 
2.  For remedies to this device of Satan, consider the following:   

a.  First, solemnly consider that those sins which we are apt to think very insignificant, 
are the very ones which have brought the greatest wrath upon men!   
(i)  One man was guilty of picking up sticks on the Sabbath.  He thought that a little 

bit of work would be consistent with the fourth commandment.  And he was 
stoned to death (Num. 15:32-26).   

(ii)  Uzza reached out his hand to steady the ark, even after the Lord had 
commanded that no one must ever touch it, and he was killed by the Lord (1 Chr. 
13:10).   

(iii)  The entire human race became fallen sinners condemned to hell, because Adam 
took and ate of the fruit of the forbidden tree (Gen. 3:6-19).   

(iv)  Brooks writes, “The least sin is contrary to the law of God, the nature of God, 
the being of God, and the glory of God; and therefore it is often punished severely 
by God; and do not we see daily the vengeance of the Almighty falling upon the 
bodies, names, states, families, and souls of men, for those sins that are but little 
ones in their eyes?  Surely if we are not utterly left of God, and blinded by Satan, 
we cannot but see it.  Oh! therefore, when Satan says it is but a little one, do thou 
say, Oh! but those sins that thou callest little, are such as will cause God to rain 
hell out of heaven upon sinners as he did upon the Sodomites” (38-39).   

 
b.  Secondly, seriously consider, that the giving way to a lesser sin makes the way for 

the committing of a greater one (39).   
(i)  Again Brooks writes, “He that, to avoid a greater sin, will yield to a lesser, ten 

thousand to one but God in justice will leave that soul to fall into a greater.  If we 
commit one sin to avoid another, it is just we should avoid neither, we having not 
law nor power in our own hands to keep off sin as we please; as we, by yielding 
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to the lesser, do tempt the tempter to tempt us to the greater.  Sin is of an 
encroaching nature; it creeps on the soul by degrees, step by step, till it hath the 
soul to the very height of sin” (39).   

(ii)  “Ps. 137.9,  ‘Happy shall he be that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against 
the stones.’  Hugo’s gloss is pious, Let there be nothing in thee of Babylon; not 
only the grown men, but the little ones must be dashed against the stones; not only 
great sins, but little sins must be killed, or they will kill the soul for ever” (39, n. 
21).   

(iii)  David allowed his eye to wander, and this lead him into adultery with 
Bathsheba, a sin which made him feel as though his bones were broken, his days 
were all nights, and that the Lord had forsaken him.   

(iv)  The prophet who went back and ate food in the place where the Lord had 
forbidden him, was torn by a lion when he left and died (1 Kings 13).   

(v)  Brooks continues, “Jacob and Peter, and other saints, have found this true by 
woeful experience, that the yielding to a lesser sin hath been the ushering in of a 
greater.  The little thief will open the door, and make way for the greater, and the 
little wedge knocked in wilt make way for the greater.  Satan will first draw thee 
to sit with the drunkard, and then to sip with the drunkard, and then at last to be 
drunk with the drunkard.  He will first draw thee to be unclean in thy thoughts, 
and then to be unclean in thy looks, and then to be unclean in thy words, and at 
last to be unclean in thy practices.  He will first draw thee to look upon the 
golden wedge, and then to like the golden wedge, and then to handle the golden 
wedge, and then at last by wicked ways to gain the golden wedge, though thou 
runnest the hazard of losing God and thy soul for ever; as you may see in Gehazi, 
Achan, and Judas, and many in these our days” (39).   

(vi)  Yielding to the “lesser” sins will strengthen the soul to commit the greater.  In 
this way we see how a little leaven leavens the whole lump.   

(vii)  Sin does not come all at once.  First, Satan tempts us to have a low view of 
Scripture.  Second, we begin to slight what the Scripture says.  Third, we begin 
to treat the Scripture as we would a wax nose, which can be changed to look any 
way you want it to.  Then lastly the Scriptures are set aside and we set ourselves 
up as the authority (40).   

(viii)  Sin gains a greater hold on the soul by degrees.  It happens so gradually that 
we do not recognize it, just as the frog in the proverbial kettle does not feel the 
gradual warming of the pan until it boils to death.   

(ix)  Brooks writes, “The viper is killed by the little young ones that are nourished 
and cherished in her belly:  so are men eternally killed and betrayed by the little 
sins, as they call them, that are nourished in their own bosoms. . . . A little hole in 
the ship sinks it; a small breach in a sea-bank carries away all before it; a little 
stab at the heart kills a man; and a little sin, without a great deal of mercy, will 
damn a man” (42).   

 
c.  The third remedy against this device is to consider how sad it is to turn away from 

God for something which is so small.   
(i)  The rich man, in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, would not give 

Lazerus so much as a crumb from his table, and so in hell he was not given even 
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one drop of water (Luke 16:21).   
(ii)  How foolish it is to risk going to hell for such a small matter.  Jonathan, when 

he broke the vow of Saul said, “I indeed tasted a little honey with the end of 
the staff that was in my hand. Here I am, I must die!” (1 Sam. 14:43).   

(iii)  Little sins usually carry with them the least temptation to sin.  A man usually 
shows more contempt for God when he sins with a little bit of enticement.  And it 
is especially wicked to sin without any temptation.  “The less the temptation is to 
sin, the greater is that sin” (41).   

(iv)  Plutarch once wrote, “It was a vexation to king Lysimachus, that his staying to 
drink one small draught of water, lost him his kingdom; and so it will eternally 
vex some souls at last that for one little sin, compared with great transgressions, 
they have lost God, heaven, and their souls for ever” (41, n. 25).   

(v)  Brooks writes, “It is the greatest unkindness that can be showed to a friend, to 
adventure the complaining, bleeding, and grieving of his soul upon a light and a 
slight occasion.  So it is the greatest unkindness that can be showed to God, 
Christ, and the Spirit, for a soul to put God upon complaining, Christ upon 
bleeding, and the Spirit upon grieving, by yielding to little sins.  Therefore, when 
Satan says it is but a little one, do thou answer, that oftentimes there is the greatest 
unkindness showed to God’s glorious majesty, in the acting of the least folly, and 
therefore thou wilt not displease thy best and greatest friend, by yielding to his 
greatest enemy” (41).   

 
d.  The fourth remedy is to consider “that other saints have chosen to suffer the worst 

of torments, rather than they would commit the least sin” (42).   
(i)  Augustine said, “It is better to die with hunger, than to eat that which is offered 

to idols” (42,n.28).   
(ii)  Daniel chose to risk being thrown into the lions den, rather than give up his 

prayers (Dan. 6:10).   
(iii)  Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego chose to be thrown into the fiery furnace, 

rather than that they should bow down to Nebuchadnezzar’s golden idol (Dan. 
3:18).   

(iv)  Daniel would rather be consumed by the lions, and the three children of Israel 
would rather be burned with fire, rather than commit sin against God.  They 
knew that it would be better to burn on earth for not sinning, than that they should 
be burn forever for sinning.   

(v)  Brooks writes, “I have read of that noble servant of God, Marcus Arethusius, 
minister of a church in the time of Constantine, who in Constantine’s time had 
been the cause of overthrowing an idol’s temple; afterwards, when Julian [the 
apostate] came to be emperor, he would force the people of that place to build it 
up again.  They were ready to do it, but he refused; whereupon those that were 
his own people, to whom he preached, took him, and stripped him of all his 
clothes, and abused his naked body, and gave it up to the children, to lance it with 
their pen-knives, and then caused him to be put in a basket, and anointed his 
naked body with honey, and set him in the sun, to be stung with wasps.  And all 
this cruelty they showed, because he would not do anything towards the building 
up of this idol temple; nay, they came to this, that if he would do but the least 
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towards it, if he would give but a halfpenny to it, they would save him.  But he 
refused all, though the giving of a halfpenny might have saved his life; and in 
doing this, he did but live up to that principle that most Christians talk of, and all 
profess, but few come up to, viz., that we must choose rather to suffer the worst of 
torments that men and devils can invent and inflict, than to commit the least sin 
whereby God should be dishonored, our consciences wounded, religion 
reproached, and our own souls endangered” (43).   

 
e.  The fifth remedy is seriously to consider that the soul will never be able to stand 

under the weight of the least sin when God comes to press it upon your soul.   
(i)  Even the least sin is heavy enough to sink your soul into hell, if not cleansed by 

the blood of Christ.   
(ii)  God used a small creature like a gnat to humble the great armies of Egypt 

(Exod. 8:16; 10:19).   
(iii)  Brooks writes, “The tyrant Maximinus, who had set forth his proclamation 

engraven in brass for the utter abolishing of Christ and his religion, was eaten of 
lice” (44, n. 30).   

(iv)  You will remember that Herod on a certain day gave an oration, and the people 
praised him, saying, “The voice of a god and not a man.”  And because he did 
not give God the glory, he was struck down by an angel and was eaten by worms 
(Acts 12:23).   

(v)  When God on the day of judgment places a sword in the hands of a little sin to 
arm it against the soul, the soul will faint and fall under it.    

(vi)  Again, Brooks writes, “Some, who have but projected adultery, without any 
actual acting it; and others, having found a trifle, and made no conscience to 
restore it, knowing, by the light of natural conscience, that they did not do as they 
would be done by; and others, that have had some unworthy thought of God, have 
been so frightened, amazed, and terrified for those sins, which are small in men’s 
account, that they have wished they had never been; that they could take no 
delight in any earthly comfort, that they have been put to their wit’s end, ready to 
make away themselves, wishing themselves annihilated” (44).   

(vii) William Perkins once mentioned a good man who was very poor, who, starving 
for food, stole a lamb.  And being about ready to eat it with his poor children, 
started to pray to give thanks and ask God’s blessing on the meal.  But he dared 
not do it; his conscience was stricken.  He went to the owner and confessed his 
sin, and promised to pay him for it, if he ever had the ability (44).   

(viii)  Consider these things beforehand, and do not yield to even the smallest sin.   
 

f.  Lastly, consider “that there is more evil in the least sin than in the greatest affliction” 
(44).   
(i)  Consider that Christ’s precious blood had to be shed for the cleansing of the 

least sins, as well as of the greatest.   
(ii)  “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23); the wages of any sin is death, no 

matter how large or how small.  Death is the payment for the least of sins.  In 
reality, there is no little sin, because there is no little God to sin against.  Every 
sin is an infinite offense in the sight of God.   
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(iii)  This should make us tremble at even the very least spark of lust or evil desire.  
That God would not spare His own Son, not even for the least sin, but would 
make Him drink down to the very dregs His wrath against it.   

(iv)  It would be better for us to be covered with tar and used as a lamp in Nero’s 
garden, to be thrown to the lions or to be burned alive in a furnace heated seven 
times hotter, than that we should commit the least sin.   

(v)  Sin is the greatest evil.  May the Lord help us to consider carefully these things 
we have heard, so that we would not give ourselves over even to the very least of 
sins.  Amen.    


