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Construction in the Bible: Techniques
Luke Snell

It’s not surprising to find references to con-
struction techniques in our ancient books, 

including the Bible. In this continuing series 
of articles, I will discuss some construction 
techniques presented in that book, which 
are still in use.

The Plumb Bob/Plumb Line (Amos 7:7-9)
The Book of Amos compares 

building a straight wall to having 
a “straight nation,” which is an 
interesting analogy that anyone 
working in construction might 
understand. A plumb bob is sim-
ply a heavy weight, that when 
attached to a string (plump line), 
is pulled straight by gravity. This 
instrument allows a builder to 
see if a wall or post is straight by 
determining if the top and bot-
tom deviation from the straight line is the 
same.

In surveying, the plumb bob is made 
so that it points to an exact location. The 
plumb bob is manufactured from magnet-
ic-free material so that it isn’t influenced 
any local magnetic conditions.   

During college, I worked building 
fences and needed a method to determine 
if the post I was installing was straight.  I 
learned quickly that variations in ground 
elevations, shadows, time of day, and dis-
tractions could influence my opinion of 
whether the post was straight. Using a car-
penter level was not feasible, as it was too 
bulky to carry around and could be easily 
damaged. 

My solution was to create a plumb 
bob/plumb line similar to what the ancient 
builders might have used.  I took a piece 
of string and tied on a heavy nut, which I 
could store in my pocket and use when I 
was ready to backfill the post to make sure 
it was straight. My homemade plumb bob/
plumb line was certainly not pretty, but it 
was portable, cheap, and easy to use.

In light of the history of this technique, 
the Civil Engineers Honor Society (called 
Chi Epsilon) gives out a wooden plumb 
bob to students to carry with them. The 
wooden plump bob is meant to empha-
size the “principles of scholarship, charac-
ter, practicality, and sociability...in the civil 
engineering profession,” according to the 
Constitution and Bylaws of Chi Epsilon. 

Thus, the plumb bob helps the candi-
date realize that their work as a student, 
and later, as a professional, must measure 
up to the highest standards. The wooden 
plumb bob is nonfunctional; however, 

most Chi Epsilon members keep them as 
a reminder of the honor of being selected 
and the standard to be maintained in our 
profession.  

String Line (Isaiah 44:13)
A plumb line is a way to determine if 

what you are building is vertically straight. 
A string line is used to make sure what 
you are building lines up or is horizontally 
straight. This technique uses a starting and 
ending point and stretches a line between 
the two locations. Thus, the builder has 
a reference line to use throughout the 
construction.  

This technique is used to build a 
masonry wall. The builder will secure a line 
at the beginning and ending points, typi-
cally located on the plans and by the sur-
veyor. As the laborers build the wall, they 
will keep the masonry a fraction of an inch 
from the line. They must be careful not to 
touch the line, or the wall will no longer be 
straight.  

The string line has been used to layout 
complex construction too. Some early uses 
of string lines were in the development of 
the Egyptian pyramids, and walls around 
our first cities. On modern construction 

sites, this method is still widely used 
because it is simple to set up and assures 
the builder that the walls are straight.

When I was building fences, it was 
essential to keep the post in line with fea-
tures such as a boundary line. After estab-
lishing the beginning and end points, I 
would stretch a line.  As we set the posts, 
we would bring them to the edge, without 
touching it, to assure the fence was straight 
and on the correct side of the boundary 
line.  

Keeping vertical and horizontal control 
during construction has always been nec-
essary. Early builders found that the plumb 
bob/plumb line and the string line provided 
the needed accuracy.  In modern times, 
despite many technical advancements, 
these simple techniques are still used. The 
simplicity, low cost, and the ease of set up 
make these “old techniques” a useful way 
to keep our construction straight and in 
line. 
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Left: A brass plumb bob.
Below: Masonry worker using a plumb 
bob on the construction of Coulter Cadil-
lac, Camelback Rd. and 12th St., 1970.
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