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Rediscovering the Lost Arts: How to Build an Egyptian Pyramid
REQUIRED:

Engineer
15,000-20,000 workers
2 million stone blocks

Limestone casing stones
Sarcophagus

Pharaoh (recently deceased)
Wooden boat

Scribes
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Few things fuel “Egyptomania” like the pyramids. While we marvel at the golden treasures of King Tut 

and gaze at mummies with morbid fascination, the unreal size of the pyramids immediately captures our

attention. The only one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World still standing, they foster speculation

about everything from supernatural phenomena to extraterrestrial intelligence.



For the eternity-conscious pharaoh in ancient Egypt, pyramids were a must. They
served not only as tombs, but the starting points of the journey into the afterlife in the
company of the gods.  Building them wasn’t easy. It required organization and a cen-
tralized government to be able to carry out such an extensive building project. It took
time, planning, materials, and a large group of laborers. But once finished, they would
be tombs fit for a king.

The Greek historian Herodotus provides information about the pyramids available
during the fifth century B.C. When touring Egypt, native guides told him that 100,000
workers slaved for 20 years to build the Great Pyramid of Khufu (2589-2566 B.C.) at Giza.
Alas, they got it mostly wrong. The guides, like Herodotus himself, lived nearly 2,000
years after the pyramids were built. Egyptologists believe that as few as 15,000 work-
ers were actually needed, in addition to a smaller core group of specialists. The peo-
ple were probably conscripted and may have volunteered from the general population
of Egypt, worked for about three months, and were sent home in time to begin planting
crops for the coming growing season. The pyramid would take ten or more years of
seasonal labor. 

An estimated two million stone blocks weighing an average of two and a half tons
were used for the construction of the Great Pyramid. The size of the stones might be
impressive for modern people accustomed to using cranes and other heavy machin-
ery, but the Egyptians were quite skilled in cutting and moving heavy stones. Blocks of
pink granite from the area of Aswan are estimated to have been moved as much as 600
miles for use in monuments. 

Working with massive blocks of stone had its dangers. The Edwin Smith Medical
Papyrus lists the treatments for a number of construction-related injuries—falling
under the category of blunt force trauma—ranging from broken limbs to fractured
skulls. Some scholars believe that injuries sustained during the construction of the pyr-
amids prompted the writing of this medical text. Although the Egyptians had unbeat-
able health care, they didn’t offer workmen’s compensation. 

Though the life of a builder was difficult, we know from tomb inscriptions that work-
ers enjoyed a diet of beef, bread, fish, and beer. Even though they enjoyed better fare
than average people did, workers did not have a carefree life. The average person
lived a full decade less than the nobility. Inevitably, there would be those whose lives
were prematurely shortened because of accidents. 

The greatest pyramid builder of all was also one of the first. Pharaoh Sneferu 
(2613-2589 B.C.) was quite active, building a total of three pyramids. Sneferu’s 
first project was the Meydum Pyramid. Most believe that the preceding pharaoh began
the project, while Sneferu attempted to complete it. In time, the pharaoh was forced to
abandon his project after the structure began to collapse. Sneferu’s second attempt at
nearby Dashur produced the Bent Pyramid. The builders changed the angles of its
sides halfway up after detecting structural flaws. It was completed, but remained
unused. Sneferu’s third and final attempt was the Red Pyramid, so-called because of
the slight red tint of the stone used in its construction. For Sneferu, the third time was
the proverbial charm. 

There were—and are—a variety of theories about how the Egyptians were 
able to lift such massive stones to build the pyramids. Herodotus mentions “machines”
used to raise the blocks, which is often taken to mean some kind of lifting devices. In
the second century B.C., Diodorus of Sicily says that ramps were used in its construc-
tion. There is always the ever-popular theory that the pyramids were built thanks to
extraterrestrial intelligence. However, their construction was fully within the capabili-
ty of the ancient Egyptians, little green men notwithstanding. 

There are several theories to explain how the Egyptians moved the stone blocks hun-
dreds of feet upward. One of the most interesting is the internal ramp theory. It has
emerged recently thanks to the use of 3-D imaging software. Jean-Pierre Houdin is a
French architect who has spent seven years making computer models of the Great
Pyramid. He suggests that the Egyptians used a short ramp to bring the blocks up to
the pyramid, then using an internal ramp to carry the blocks to the top. Computer imag-
ing suggests that the ramp still exists inside the pyramid. Further technological studies
will be conducted in the next few years to determine if this is indeed the case.

Several steps remained once the builders completed their work. They added pol-
ished limestone casing blocks to smooth out the pyramid’s exterior. On the walls of the
burial chambers important spells known as the “Pyramid Texts” were carved which
would help the deceased in the afterlife. They also buried large wooden boats nearby.
The Egyptians believed that the boat would serve the king as he sailed across the sky
in the company of the sun god Ra. One 43-meter long boat belonging to Khufu is so well
preserved that modern conservators reassembled it for public display. 

The oldest pyramids were already ancient during the time Abraham visited Egypt
around 2000 B.C. (Genesis 12). The Egyptians were still building them during the time of

Israel’s sojourn in Egypt, but had ceased
by the time of the Exodus. The pharaohs
realized that the pyramids were little
more than giant invitations for tomb rob-
bers. An undisturbed burial would allow a
person to maintain their existence in the
afterlife, but robbers often destroyed
mummies in search of treasure.
Beginning with the 18th Dynasty (c.a.
1550 B.C.), the kings began to carve hid-
den tombs in the Valley of the Kings. With
their eternal resting places secreted
away in a remote location, the pharaohs
stood a better chance of remaining
undisturbed.

In Egypt, only a well-preserved body
permitted the existence of a person’s
soul. The destruction of that body meant
the person could no longer exist in the
hereafter. “Funerary temples” accompa-
nied the great pyramids so that the living
could leave food and gifts for the dead, to
help them maintain their existence in the
afterlife, which required incredible effort,
expense, and maintenance. 

In contrast, God’s people have had a
much easier time than the Egyptian kings.
Although much is unclear about what the
Israelites believed about death, it seems
they understood it as falling asleep in
order to awaken in the next life.
Christians have an even clearer picture
of eternity thanks to the revelation of God
in the New Testament. Christians know
that eternity is secure through obedience
to Christ, whose work was completed for
us on the cross. Although the Bible
teaches that Christians will have a glori-
fied body that will never die (Philippians
3:21), eternity does not depend upon the
maintenance of that body after death.
The wonderful work of Christ permits His
people to live forever. !
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