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The First Business Transaction in the Bible 

The concept of “scandal” implies existence of the notion there is such a thing as “right” and 
“wrong”.  Since Holy Scripture is the foundation of our faith, and the standard against which 
all else is measured, it is useful, as Christians, to see what the Bible has to say about financial 
integrity.  The text presented below is certainly not exhaustive. 

The first evidence in Scripture of commerce is indirect.  It refers to people who were not 
hunters or gatherers.  Jabul is recognized as the father of those who play the lyre and pipe.  
Tubal-cain is called the forger of all instruments of bronze and iron.1  The first mention of 
money refers to the purchase of foreign males (slaves).2  The first mention of pledging to not 
deal falsely comes later, but there is no hint that this includes commerce.3 

The first recorded business transaction is interesting.  Abraham purchases a cave from 
Machpelah in order to bury his recently deceased wife, Sarah.4  The following are elements of 
the transaction. 

1. The buyer ascertained who the current rightful owner was. 

2. The buyer stated the intention to pay the full fair price. 

3. The sale is done in public, with witnesses. 

4. The owner set the price, 400 shekels of silver, the price of a field. 

a. The negotiation was done in public. 

b. The unit of measure standard was specified: according to the weights 
current among the merchants. 

5. The transfer of property was done in public. 

Our former National Bureau of Standards (now the National Institute of Science and 
Technology) has its charter for establishing standard measures in Deuteronomy.  God warns 
us to not have deceitful weights.5 

You shall not have in your bag two kinds of weights, a large and a small.6  You 
shall have just balances, a just ephah, and a just bath.  The ephah and the bath 
shall be of the same measure, the bath containing one tehth of a homer, and the 
ephah one tenth of a homer; the homer shall be the standard measure.  The 
shekel shall be twenty gerahs; five shekels shall be five shekels, and ten shekels 
shall be ten shekels, and your mina shall be fifty shekels.7 

                                                           
1 Genesis 4:21-22 
2 Genesis 17:12 
3 Genesis 21:23-24 
4 Genesis 23 
5 Micah 6:10-11 
6 Deuteronomy 25:13 
7 Ezekiel 45:10-12 
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Some of the Ten Commandments are directly relevant to the business world.  While these do 
not address all aspects of the current round of accounting and stock transfer scandals, they lay 
the groundwork. 

• Exodus 20:15.  You shall not steal. 

• Exodus 20:16.  You shall not bear false witness. 

• Exodus 20:17.  You shall not covet. 

The first mention of civil suit comes shortly.8 

You shall not utter a false report.  You shall not join hands with a wicked man, 
to be a malicious witness.  You shall not follow a multitude to do evil; nor shall 
you bear witness in a suit, turning aside after a multitude, so as to pervert 
justice; nor shall you be partial to a poor man in his suit. 

The topic continues.9 

You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in his suit.  Keep far from a 
false charge, and do not slay the innocent and righteous, for I will not acquit the 
wicked.  And you shall take no bribe, for a bribe blinds the officials, and 
subverts the cause of those who are in the right. 

Even in Leviticus, the concept of financial scandal was developed well enough to make 
specific rules.10 

If any one sins and commits a breach of faith against the Lord by deceiving his 
neighbor in a matter of deposit or security, or through robbery, or if he has 
oppressed his neighbor, or has found what was lost and lied about it, swearing 
falsely – in any of all the things which men do and sin therein, when one has 
sinned and become guilty, he shall restore what he took by robbery, or what he 
got by oppression, or the deposit which was committed to him, or the lost thing 
which he found, or anything about which he has sworn falsely; he shall restore 
it in full, and shall add a fifth to it, and give it to him to whom it belongs, on the 
day of his guilt offering.  And he shall bring to the priest his guilt offering to the 
Lord, a ram without blemish out of the flock, valued by you at the price for a 
guilt offering; and the priest shall make atonement for him before the Lord, and 
he shall be forgiven for any of the things which one may do and thereby become 
guilty. 

Through Ezekiel, God pronounces his wrathful judgment upon those who practice extortion 
and robbery, oppress the poor and needy, or extort from the sojourner without redress (like 
our undocumented workers).11 

                                                           
8 Exodus 23:1-3 
9 Exodus 23:6-8 
10 Leviticus 6:1-7 
11 Ezekiel 22:29 


