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Introduction 

In Larry Burkett’s Business By The Book
1
, he opens his chapter on “Discounting Decisions” with 

a case study of a car salesman.  Burkett concludes the case study by quoting Proverbs 11:1 (“The 

LORD abhors dishonest scales, but accurate weights are his delight.”
2
) and submitting that the 

car salesman “has a different weight in his bag for different customers.”
3
 

In this paper I will discuss the Biblical concept of “weights and measures,” and specifically the 

issue of unfair or differing weights and measures, and try to answer the question “what does it 

mean to use accurate weights and measures?”  To do this I will identify and discuss biblical and 

background information in order to identify and reflect on essential principles that are contained 

within the biblical material. 

Biblical Background 

Weights 

The word for “weight” is the Hebrew word ’eben, which traditionally means a stone weight.  

Such weights included the talent, mina, shekel, pim and beak
4
 – all of which were used to 

measure objects such as gold, silver, armor and sometimes foodstuffs.
5
  All such weights 

required a “scale” (Hebrew: mo’zen) which was a balance that allowed two weights to be 

compared (much the same as a scale is today).  The shekel became a form of currency – a silver 

shekel being the standard denomination for payment
6
. 

Biblical evidence suggests that merchants carried a set of weights in a small bag or pouch 

(Proverbs 16:11, Micah 6:11), and these were used to validate the currency received from the 

buyer or paid to the seller.  A purchaser may also have their own set of weights that could be 

produced to compare against those used by the vendor. 

Some commentators have suggested that merchants may have maintained two sets of weights 

(based on Deut. 25:13, Prov. 20:10 and Prov. 20:23) in order to buy at lower prices, and sell at 

higher prices.
7
  In practice this would have involved using a heavy weight when buying, so as to 

acquire more produce for the same price, then using a light weight when selling, so as to give out 

less for the agreed-upon price.  It may also be that there was an “honest” weight that was used by 

the merchant when dealing with knowledgeable traders (those who may be capable of producing 

their own weights for validation) and a light set that would be used when selling to less 

knowledgeable buyers (usually those of low economic means).  
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Measures 

The word for “measure” is the Hebrew word ’epah which is usually rendered “ephah,” a form of 

dry measurement used for grain and cereals.  Other words for various volumes of dry 

measurement include the homer, kor, omer and cab.
8
  Words for liquid measure are often used in 

conjunction with ’epah, such as bath and hin (for measuring water, wine, and oil).  Most 

merchandise was sold by length or capacity, not weight.
9
  When these words are used in the Old 

Testament, especially in relation to commercial activity, they usually refer to the practice of 

measurement regardless of the actual type of measurement or volume involved. 

In the same way that the trader could manipulate weight, dry and liquid measures had a similar 

situation but with the added difficulty that large volumes of produce would be hard to check 

especially from a traveling merchant.  Deut. 25:14 suggests that some people may have had such 

measuring instruments in their house.  These may have been used as the receptacles for receiving 

deliveries of grain and oils from merchants.  A bath that was larger than the standard would 

result in more oil being delivered than the merchant intended. 

Requirement for Fairness 

The Old Testament contains five versus that specifically outlaw or discredit false or dual sets of 

weights and measures: two negative commands from the Pentateuch and three “detest” sayings 

from Proverbs.  Two additional passages (positive commands) require honest scales, weights and 

measures and a further three texts from the prophets that pronounce judgment on those who use 

false scales (see Appendix for a full list).   Proverbs 20:10 is probably the best known of all of 

these passages: “Differing weights and differing measures—the LORD detests them both.” 

The most thorough of these statements is Lev. 19:35-36 which states both the negative 

admonition covering almost all aspects:  "Do not use dishonest standards when measuring 

length, weight or quantity,”   as well as the positive command (but adding liquid measures as 

well—hin):  “Use honest scales and honest weights, an honest ephah and an honest hin.”  So here 

we have a comprehensive list of measures that must be fair: weights for objects/currency 

(weights and scales), dry goods (quantity and ephah), liquids (hin), and even lengths. 

One final situation may be included here, which shows the intent of the dishonest trader.   Amos 

8:4-7 presents a scathing list of complaints, including “selling even the sweepings with the 

wheat.”  While not quite the same as “skimping the measure” or “cheating with dishonest 

scales,” it is one more example of an area where this concept of weights and measures can be 

abused—by including something of no value with the items of value.   

Requirement for Agreement 

Finally, there is one brief reference in Genesis 23:16 where Abraham purchases the burial plot 

for his wife Sarah, paying the Hittites “four hundred shekels of silver, according to the weight 

current among the merchants” (emphasis added).  While this passage does not specifically note a 

requirement, it reinforces the practice that there should be agreement between the parties as to 

the standards being used. 

Theological Reflection and Marketplace Application 

In researching this topic, it became clear to me that the biblical concept of weights was the 

ancient equivalent of modern money (or more precisely, a mechanism of exchange or stored 

value), and that the biblical directives about weights were primarily about maintaining the 

integrity of the payment system.  Secondly, I realized that the concept of ‘weights and measures’ 

says virtually nothing about price or negotiation.  While the bible may contain other principles 
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that talk about these issues, they cannot be directly derived from the biblical use of ‘weights and 

measures.’  The following sections expand these findings and the related issues that can be 

derived from this concept. 

Biblical Weights = Money 

The biblical use of the term “weight” effectively deals with the payment of “currency” for the 

goods received or supplied.  All the injunctions against false or differing weights and false scales 

come down to an abuse of the payment system.  Given that the average person did not trade in 

metals, and that most merchandise was sold by length or capacity, not weight,
10

 the metals then 

are properly considered to be the means of storing and exchanging value rather than as a tradable 

commodity in themselves (although this would still have occurred among specialists).  The rise 

of the silver shekel as the main form of currency supports this argument. 

The use of government-issued currency eliminates most violations of the biblical injunctions 

against false weights and differing weights (with respect to currency) as these are simply no 

longer possible, and settles issues of agreement on standards (Gen. 23:16).  In ancient times it 

was possible to further cheat the system by ‘shaving’ or ‘clipping’ the edges of coins. In order to 

reduce their weight (the clipped metal would then be melted down and sold).  Modern coinage 

avoids this problem by using patterned edges so that tampering is obvious.  Other contemporary 

violations of these principles would be counterfeit currency or deliberate short-changing.  It may 

also be possible to violate these principles in spirit through hidden fees and surcharges (such as 

airline fuel surcharges, or hotel energy surcharges that are not included in the quoted price but 

only alluded to in the fine print), although that is more of a pricing issue than a money issue. 

There is, however, one very subtle but significant issue that could easily violate these principles.  

With modern government-backed currencies, there is no intrinsic or supported value.
11

  Even 

though everyone agrees that one dollar is worth one dollar, it is only so because the government 

says it is so.  If everyone asked for their dollar to be converted into silver or gold, we would find 

that the dollar is really worth much less, as there would not be enough silver or gold to go 

around.  Could this be in line with a false weight? 

Gary North considers this to be a significant issue, and links it directly to the issue of false 

weights and measures.
12

  While North’s reputation is severely tarnished,
13

 his economic analysis 
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in Honest Money is superb, and points out the significant economic issues that have been created 

in the Western world (and in the U.S.A. in particular) as we have moved further away from an 

honest weight.  

As we have noticed in recent years, an entire economy can be crippled through sudden changes 

in the international currency market.  One has to wonder whether such sudden changes (both in 

the “creation” of wealth through the inflow of money and the sudden collapse of a currency 

through the outflow of money) would even be possible if currencies were supported by physical 

(and valuable) substances.  If the Thai Baht was always worth 10 oz. of Gold, and the US Dollar 

worth 100 oz., would anyone ever pay more than 1 US Dollar for 10 Thai Baht?  No.  Because as 

soon as the price fell to 12 Baht (per Dollar), people would start selling Dollars for Baht, 

exchanging the 12 Bath for 120 oz. of Gold in Thailand, and then exchanging the Gold for $1.20 

in the US, at an instant 20% profit.  This buying pressure would drive the price up (to 10 Baht 

per US Dollar) at which point the pressure would ease off because there was no more benefit.  

Prices would never fall much below 10 Baht because the currency was supported at that level. 

One final point to make on the topic of money, is the connection to Jacques Ellul’s concept of 

money as a “power.”  Ellul might disagree with my statement that weights are about money 

when he says that “We must get rid of our too rapid identification of money with precious 

metals.  It is a coincidence, not a necessity, that metals have been used to represent money.”
14

  

While Ellul’s statement is technically correct, it is evidenced more by the modern fact that 

money is now separated from precious metals, but he does effectively connect it with methods of 

storing and exchanging value,
15

 as do I.  Ellul attributes direct spiritual character to money and 

therefore treats money as a “power” (derived from Jesus’ use of the Aramaic word mammon in 

Luke 16:13 and Mark 6:24
16

) that has the ability to “seduce us, to possess us, to make us live 

apart from God, and ultimately to win our love.”
17

  As Ellul’s position is not directly connected 

with my topic of ‘weights and measures,’ I will not address it any further, except to note that he 

raises some significant questions that are worthy of more detailed discussion. 

Measurement = Amount of Product 

While the concept of ‘weights’ (above) deals with the method of payment, the biblical uses of 

the commands for accurate measures are to ensure that the correct volume of merchandise was 

being delivered.  

In modern times we no longer purchase grain and other materials by capacity or volume, but by 

weight.  Therefore, I am including the concept of weight (as it relates to merchandise, not 

currency) alongside the concept of measurement for the purposes of this section. 

Ancient weights were allowed to have a variance of up to 6%,
18

 yet despite this, archeologists 

have found remarkable consistency among weights excavated.
19

  While we might expect a 

certain amount of variability in antiquity due to the imprecise nature of ancient tools and 

technology, the situation should be quite different today.  It is now possible to measure or weigh 

objects down to the smallest level of detail, and to manufacture items with stunning exactness 

and attention to detail.  Therefore, a measurement variance of 6% would be considered 
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fraudulent in a modern market – even a 1% variance might be considered too much (especially in 

a first-world environment). 

There is an interesting story available about how two London Grocers in the 1800s (or 

thereabout) decided to reform their own business practices, especially in the area of honest 

weights and measures, that they sparked a revolution of the other grocers and eventually almost 

all of London’s Livery industry.
20

  This issue is so essential to the orderly conduct of business 

that governments have chosen to intervene through legislation and administration.  Most 

countries have a government department dedicated to enforcing fairness of measurements (such 

as the Weights and Measures Division of the National Institute of Standards and Technology in 

the U.S.A.) and require that certain measuring instruments be calibrated and certified by 

government agencies (such as gasoline pumps). 

Quality Matters Too 

With modern technologies, there are many more ways to “measure” than just the traditional 

weight, volume, and distance.  There are measures of quality and durability that are sometimes 

impossible to quantify or substantiate. 

The closest the Old Testament comes to this is in relation to dilution of quality.  In Amos 8: 6c, 

Amos rails against those who “[sell] even the sweepings with the wheat.”  Most likely this was a 

reference to the chaff that was too light to fall through the sieve, but by sweeping this into the 

wheat sack to be sold in the market, the merchant was both increasing the volume with 

something other than what was being sold (the chaff was not wheat) as well as increasing the 

work for the buyer who may have to re-sift it in order to get the purity they were expecting.  To 

sell a 100-pound bag of wheat that contained about 5% chaff would be worse than selling a 95-

pound bag of wheat as if it were 100-pounds. 

This is the closest that these scripture passages come to “truth in advertising” language, but the 

connection is not much of a stretch at all.  To treat your customers honestly and fairly, a vendor 

must be fair and honest about the claims that are made about the product. 

What About Price? 

The second most pervasive injunction in these scriptures is the avoidance of dual-weights.  If the 

principle to use only accurate weights is honored, then the issue of multiple weights should not 

be an issue. 

Obviously, having one set of weights used when buying and one set used when selling would be 

a clear violation of both of these principles.  It would clearly be an attempt to manipulate the 

payment mechanism to receive more or pay less than was required.  But what about using two 

different prices?  This is common practice among traders, merchants and financial services 

brokers. 

If the scriptures deal primarily with currency (weight) and measurement and not price, does that 

then mean that I am free to price my products any way that I see fit?  I believe that the answer is 

both “yes” and “no.” 

If our modern market economy is working properly with a range of competitive suppliers, then 

the mere act of honesty in measurement and description should be enough to ensure fairness.  

The market forces should act to regulate prices so that severe inequality is avoided.  However, 

there are times when our market economy does not operate efficiently, and this can lead to 

injustice even when the earlier principles are being honored.   
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The price and the quantity have to be agreed before the currency can be exchanged, and 

therefore, while there is plenty of room for negotiation (fairly or unfairly) on price, the practice 

of false or differing weights has no impact on it. 

One might refer to Amos 8:5b (“skimping the measure, boosting the price and cheating with 

dishonest scales” emphasis added) as referring to price, but a more literal translation (NASB) 

reads “to make the bushel smaller and the shekel bigger, and to cheat with dishonest scales”—

more clearly dealing with the two topics of false measurement (making the bushel smaller) and 

currency manipulation (bigger shekel and dishonest scales). 

In God’s second indictment against His people in Micah 6:9ff, God accuses them of unfair trade 

practices of “ill-gotten treasures and the short ephah, … dishonest scales, [and] a bag of false 

weights.”  Israel’s response is one of mourning.  This indictment/response set is contrasted 

against the first set, where Israel’s response to God’s charge contains the famous verse in Micah 

6:8 “And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk 

humbly with your God.”  This is the over-riding principle that should be applied in all matters of 

trade (and life). 

To use accurate weights while taking advantage of a situation (such as increasing the price of 

gasoline in turbulent times while knowing that even if war were to break out, there would only 

be limited impact on the supply of oil, or to sell gasoline in a depressed rural town at a 50% 

premium simply because there are no other gas stations in town) would be to violate this most 

important principle.  To price a product so low that it would force a competitor out of business, 

or to price a product so high just because the market will pay it, would be exploitive, violating 

this principle.  

Amos also indicts the trader with phrases such as “you who trample the needy and do away with 

the poor of the land [in order to carry on trade]” (Amos 8:4) and “buying the poor with silver and 

the needy for a pair of sandals” (Amos 8:6a).  These are clearly secondary to the issue of 

“weights and measures,” but no less important to the heart of God.  In the course of trade, a 

merchant can honor the letter of the law with respect to weights (currency) and measurement, 

while manipulating price to the extent that the poor are trampled, and taken advantage of.  This is 

clearly a strong indictment. 

Conclusion 

In considering the biblical evidence presented above, it is clear that the Old Testament is 

concerned with fairness and a lack of deceit.  However, the passages considered here are 

specifically addressing issues of product measurement and currency manipulation, not 

necessarily fairness in pricing.  The bar of fairness on these two topics is quite absolute, 

especially in the modern era of precision and government intervention, but is also very easy to 

meet.  There are, however, some very powerful issues that have arisen in the area of honest 

money (weights) as a result of government intervention. 

It is interesting that these passages say nothing about negotiation and pricing. However, the 

mercy code in Micah 6:8 is directly linked to the issue of trade, and extends well into the pricing 

arena, creating a very high bar to jump, which, if followed, ensures that motives and intentions 

are kept in check. 
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