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Construction in the Bible - Materials
Luke Snell

This article is the second part of a piece 
in which I review some construction 

materials mentioned in the Bible. In the 
first installment, I discussed cypress wood 
and fired brick. In this article, I’ll cover 
adobe brick and the iron nail.

Mud/Adobe Bricks (Part of the Exodus 
story - Exodus 5: 6-9) 

Mud bricks, also called sun-dried or 
adobe bricks, have been used for centuries. 
They are easy to make, as clay is combined 
with some type of reinforcement. The 
account given in the Bible indicates that 
the Israelites living in Egypt were required 
to make bricks, and used straw gathered 
by others for support. When they asked to 
have three days for a religious retreat, the 
Pharaoh was angered.  As punishment, he 
required that they make the same quota 
of bricks while also gathering the straw 
themselves.  

This punishment appears to be “the 
straw that broke the camel’s back,” and 
set in motion the famous Exodus story. 
So, what is mud brick, and why is straw so 
important? 

Mud bricks were used for low-income 
housing in Egypt. Important buildings, such 
as temples, pyramids, and palaces, were 
made of stone.  Many of these structures 
still exist today, and we marvel at their 
engineering and construction.  To build 
these structures required thousands of 
workers at the job site. This created a 

need for inexpensive housing near each 
significant project, which required mud 
bricks. Archeologists have uncovered 
the remains of many ancient houses 
constructed with mud bricks, though these 
discoveries rarely make the news. 

The mud bricks made by Egyptians are 
composed of clay gathered from the Nile 
River, put into molds, and left out in the 
sun to dry. Egypt was an ideal environment 
for their manufacture, with its arid, desert 
environment. Each brick would be about 4 
x 8 x 12 inches and weigh about 25 pounds.  

Nile clay is extremely fine, and the 
straw acts as a reinforcement to help hold 
the brick together, and it also provides 
chimneys or vents to allow the interior of 
the block to dry out. Mud bricks are energy-
efficient material and continue to be widely 
used in hot, dry areas around the world. 

Nails (Building the Temple - 1 Chronicles 
22:3)

Religious structures have been created 
by some of the finest construction. The 
engineers and contractor are building to 
honor their religious belief, and ensure the 
best designs and materials are used. The 
building of the first temple in Israel is no 
exception. 

Under King David, people wanted 
a place of worship.  To build this temple, 
they brought together some of the finest 
craftsmen, the best stone and wood, and 
used iron nails.  The recorder of the temple 
construction called attention to the nails 
because 3,000 years ago, iron nails were 
rare, as their manufacture was difficult. 
Iron nails were a significant improvement 

over bronze nails, which were common at 
the time. Thus, iron nails were selected 
for what they considered to be their most 
important construction project.

About 2,000 years ago, after Romans 
conquered parts of England, they set up 
blacksmith shops at each of their forts. 
Part of the blacksmith’s responsibility 
was to make nails. In the fifth century, 
Rome pulled its troops from England to 
deal with conflicts closer to home. Nails 
were too bulky to bring back to Rome, 
yet the Romans were concerned that the 
barbarians would use leftover nails to make 
weapons. They hoped to return to reclaim 
England at a later date and did not want 
to fight a well-equipped army that had 
iron weapons. Thus, the Romans buried 
the nails, and many were unearthed in the 
20th century.  

Nails were considered so crucial 
in Colonial America, that when people 
moved, they would burn down their 
house to recover their nails.  Nails were 
handmade; families would hammer them 
out in the evening by the fireplace. Thomas 
Jefferson wrote that he made his own nails 
for his farm at Monticello.

Today, nails are so common that it is 
cheaper for a carpenter to take a new nail 
from his pouch than pick up a dropped one. 
This fact makes you wonder why so many 
of us keep a jar of old bent nails in our 
garages.  Most of us would likely buy new 
nails rather than take the time to straighten 
and reuse our old nails. This practice is 
probably one we learned from our parents 
or grandparents, who went through the 
Great Depression.  

C
O

N
S

T
R

U
C

T
IO

N
 A

R
O

U
N

D
 A

R
IZ

O
N

A
 P

ra
cti

ce
s

Top: Handmade iron nails from the Roman era. 
Bottom: A tomb painting illustrating brick making 
in Egypt.Im
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