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Background to Our Story

The Emperor and the Jews

 Wikipedia

The history of the Jews in the Roman Empire (Latin: Iudaeorum Romanum) traces 
the interaction of Jews and Romans during the period of the Roman Empire (27 BCE 
–  CE  476).  The  two  cultures  began  to  overlap  in  the  centuries  just  before  the 
Christian Era. Jews, as part of the  Jewish diaspora, migrated to  Rome and to the 
territories  of  Roman  Europe  from  the  land  of  Israel,  Asia  Minor,  Babylon and 
Alexandria in response to economic hardship and incessant warfare over the land of 
Israel between the Ptolemaic and Seleucid empires from the 4th to the 1st centuries 
BCE. 
In  Rome,  Jewish  communities  thrived  economically.  Jews,  both  ethnic  Jews  and 
converts, became a significant part of the Roman Empire's population (perhaps as 
much as ten percent) in the first century CE.

The Roman general Pompey in his eastern campaign established Roman Syria in 64 
BCE  and  conquered  Jerusalem shortly  after,  in  63  BCE.  Julius  Caesar occupied 
Alexandria in 47 BCE and defeated Pompey in 45 BCE. Under Julius Caesar, Judaism 
was officially recognized as a legal religion, a policy followed by the first Roman 
emperor, Augustus (r. 27 BCE – 14 CE). The Romans deposed the ruling Hasmonean 
dynasty of Judaea (in power from c. 140 BCE) after the  Roman Senate declared 
Herod the Great "King of the Jews" in c. 40 BCE, the Roman province of Egypt was 
established  in  30  BCE,  and  Judea  proper,  Samaria and  Idumea  (biblical  Edom) 
became the Roman province of Iudaea in 6 CE. 
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Jewish–Roman tensions resulted in several  Jewish–Roman wars, 66–135 CE, which 
resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem and the Second Temple and the institution of 
the Jewish Tax in 70 and Hadrian's attempt to create a new Roman colony named 
Aelia Capitolina c.130.
In the course of  the 1st  century CE,  Christianity began to develop from Second 
Temple Judaism. In 313, Constantine and  Licinius issued the  Edict of Milan giving 
official recognition to Christianity as a legal religion.  Constantine the Great moved 
the Roman capital from Rome to  Constantinople ("New Rome") c. 330, sometimes 
considered the start of the Byzantine Empire, and with the Edict of Thessalonica in 
380,  Christianity  became  the  state  church  of  the  Roman  Empire.  The  Christian 
emperors persecuted their Jewish subjects and restricted their rights.

Traveling in the Past and its Risks

Nahum of Gam Zu

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Ta’anit. Koren publishers Jerusalem. 
Page 122

A tanna from the end of Second Temple period. Apart from the stories related here, 
it is known that Rabbi Akiva was his student, whom he taught his hermeneutical 
principle  of  amplification  and  restriction.  Apparently,  Rabbi  Akiva  and  Rabbi 
Yishmael’s differences of opinion with regard to hermeneutical principles date back to 
ancient times, as they are based in the principles of Naĥum of Gam Zu and Rabbi 
Neĥunya  ben  Hakana,  respectively.  The  system  of  amplificatory  terms  is  also 
attributed to Naĥum of Gam Zu.

And why did they call him Naĥum of Gam Zu –  The plain meaning of his name is 
apparently  derived  from  his  town  of  origin,  Gimzo,  which  is  near  Lod  and  is 
mentioned in the Bible (II Chronicles 28:18). However, due to Naĥum’s praiseworthy 
character, they made a play on words with his name and called him Gam Zu (Etz 
Yosef).

Elijah the Prophet

Eliyahu  HaNavi,  Elijah  the  Prophet,  was  one  of  the  greatest  prophets  of  Jewish 
History and Jewish Legend. He lived in the period after Yeravam ben Nevat, who 
caused the Jewish Kingdom to be split into the Kingdom of Israel and the Kingdom of 
Yehuda,  when the First  Temple stood,  but  the People  of  Israel  was sunk in  the 
depths of idol-worship. His main antagonists were King Achav (Ahab) and his wife 
Queen Izevel (Jezebel), and his major disciple was the Prophet Elisha.

When Eliyahu was taken up to Heaven, and Elisha was walking with him, “...behold, 
there  appeared a  chariot  of  fire,  and horses  of  fire,  and parted them one from 
another, and Eliyahu went up by a storm of wind into Heaven. And Elisha saw it, and 
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he cried, ‘My father, my father, chariot of Israel, and its horseman...’ ” (II Melachim 
2:11-12)

Eliyahu HaNavi was one of the very few to be taken up to Heaven without dying. He 
is known as the “Angel of the Covenant,” and according to Jewish Tradition, he is 
present at each circumcision, when a new Jewish soul is brought into the World. 

Eliyahu is the harbinger of the Mashiach, and he is the one “who will restore the 
hearts  of  the  fathers  unto  the  children  and the  hearts  of  the  children  unto  the 
fathers,” uniting the generations of the Jewish People across all of the ages.

The Text: Taanit 21a (also Sanhedrin 108b) 

אי מַּ אַ רוּ וְ יהּ קָ ישׁ נַחוּם לֵ כָל? זוּ גַּם אִ א דְּ תָ ילְּ ה מִ וָ הֲ א דַּ קָ לְ יהּ סָ ר, לֵ ה זוּ גַּם: אָמַ טוֹבָ נָא. לְ א זִימְ דָ  חֲ
עוּ י בָּ דּוּרֵ שַׁ ל לְ אֵ רָ י דּוֹרוֹן יִשְׂ בֵ ר לְ יסָ רוּ קֵ אן: אָמְ ישׁ נַחוּם יֵיזִיל? יֵיזִיל מַ ד, זוּ גַּם אִ לוּמָּ מְ ין דִּ נִיסִּ  בְּ
הוּא

רוּ דַ יהּ שְׁ ידֵ אֹ בִּ ל א מְ טָ יפְ נִים סִ בָ אֲ יּוֹת טוֹבוֹת דַּ גָּלִ רְ זַל. וּמַ ת אֲ הוּא בַּ הַ א בְּ ירָ יָא. דִּ ילְ לֵ מוּ בְּ נָך קָ  הָ
י אֵ יוֹרָ ינְהוּ, דְּ לִ קְ יהּ וְשָׁ טֵ יפְ סִ לוּנְהוּ לְ אָ וּמְ רְ  .עפַ

י א כִּ טָ ם מְ תָ ינְהוּ, הָ רִ א שְׁ טָ יפְ סִ זַנְהוּ, לְ לוּ חָ מְ א דִּ רְָ פ א. עַ עָ כָּא בְּ לְ ו מַ ינהְ לִ טְ קְ מִ הּו לְ כולְּ ר 1ּ.לְ מַ א: אֲ  קָ
יְּיכוּ חַ י מְ י בִּ אֵ ר! יְהוּדָ ה זוּ גַּם: אָמַ טוֹבָ . לְ

א תָ יָּהוּ אֲ לִ י, אֵ מֵ דַּ יהּ אִ ד לֵ ינַּיְיהוּ כְּחַ ר. מִ מַ יהּ אֲ א: לֵ מָ לְ א דִּ א הָ רָ פְ א עַ רָ פְ עַ ם מֵ הָ רָ אַבְ בוּהוֹן דְּ  .הוּא אֲ
י כִ וָה דְּ י הֲ דֵ א שָׁ רָ פְ ווּ, עַ יהּ הָ יְיפֵ י; סַ ווּ, גִּילֵ י הָ יב. גִּירֵ כְתִ ן: דִּ ר ״יִתֵּ פָ עָ בּוֹ כֶּ רְ שׁ, חַ ף כְּקַ תּוֹ״ נִדָּ שְׁ .קַ

יָא וְ א הָ דָ א חֲ ינָתָ דִ א מְ לָ צוּ דְּ הּ מָ שָׁ יכְבְּ מִ קוּ. לְ דַ ינֵּיהּ בְּ שׁוּהָ מִ יְילוּ. וּכְבָ י עַ בֵ לוּהוּ, גְּנָזֵיהּ לְ יהּ וּמְ טֵ יפְ סִ  לְ
נִים בָ יּוֹת טוֹבוֹת אֲ גָּלִ רְ רוּהוּ, וּמַ דָ א וּשְׁ רָ יקָ ה בִּ בָּ .רַ

י יְתוּ אָתוּ כִּ הוּא בָּ הַ א בְּ יוֹרָ רוּ. דְּ יהּ אָמְ אי: לֵ ית מַ ךְ אַיְיתִ דָ הֲ י בַּ דִ בָ עֲ ךְ דַּ א לָ רָ י יְקָ אי כּוּלֵּ ?הַ

ר מַ הוּ אֲ אי: לְ י מַ לִ קְ שָׁ כָא דְּ הָ י מֵ טֵ ם אַמְ תָ הָ רוּ. לְ תְ יְיהוּ סָ ירַ דִ ינְהוּ לְ טִ י וְאַמְ בֵ כָּא לְ לְ רוּ. מַ יהּ אָמְ אי: לֵ  הַ
א רָ פְ י עַ אַיְיתֵ כָא דְּ ן הָ ידָ דִּ קוּהּ. הוּא מִ דַ א, בְּ לָ כַּחוּהּ וְ שְׁ ינְהוּ. אַ לִ טְ קַ נָךְ וְ הָ י לְ אֵ יוֹרָ .דְּ

And why did they call him Naĥum of Gam Zu?

The reason is that with regard to any matter that occurred to him, he would 

say: This too is for the good [gam zu letova]. 

Once,  the Jews wished to  send a gift  [doron] to  the house of  the 

emperor. They said: Who should go and present this gift?  Let Naĥum of 

Gam Zu go, as he is accustomed to miracles. 

They sent with him a chest full of jewels and pearls, and he went and 

spent the night in a certain inn. During the night, these residents of the 
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inn arose and  took all of  the precious jewels and pearls from  the chest, and 

filled it with earth. 

When he arrived there,  at the ruler’s palace,  they opened the chest  and 

saw that it was filled with earth. The king wished to put all the Jews to 

death. He [the Emperor] said: The Jews are mocking me. 

Naĥum of Gam Zu said: This too is for the good.

Elijah  the  Prophet  came  and  appeared  before  the  ruler  as  one  of  his 

ministers. He said to the ruler: Perhaps this earth is from the earth of their 

father Abraham. As when he threw earth, it turned into swords,  and 

when he threw stubble, it turned into arrows, as it is written in a prophecy 

that  the  Sages  interpreted  this  verse  as  a  reference  to  Abraham:  “His  sword 

makes them as the dust, his bow as the driven stubble” (Isaiah 41:2).

There was one province that  the Romans  were unable to conquer.  They 

took some of this earth, tested it by throwing it at their enemies, and conquered 
that province. 

When the  ruler  saw that  this  earth  indeed had miraculous  powers,  his  servants 

entered his treasury and filled  Naĥum of Gam Zu’s  chest with precious 

jewels and pearls and sent him off with great honor.

When  Naĥum of Gam Zu  came to spend the night at that  same  inn,  the 

residents said to him: What did you bring with you to the emperor that he 

bestowed upon you such great honor? He [Nahum] said to them: That 

which I took from here, I brought there. 

When they heard this, the residents of the inn thought that the soil upon which their 

house stood had miraculous powers.  They tore down their inn and brought 

the soil underneath to the king’s palace. They said to him: That earth that 

was brought here was from our property. 
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The emperor  tested  the  inn’s  soil  in  battle,  and it  was not found  to  have 

miraculous powers, and he had these residents of the inn put to death.

Explaining the Story -  What is going on in our story? (Explain the 
sequence of events)

Comprehension Questions

 What does the name of the hero of our story mean?

Bonus  Why did the Jews want to send a gift to the house of the emperor?

 Why did the inhabitants of the inn fill the chest with earth?

Bonus  Why does Elijah, and not other Prophets, appear when Jews are in 

troubles?

Analysis Questions

 What does the expression “he is accustomed to miracles” mean?

Bonus  When the emperor discovers that the chest Nahum brought was 

filled with earth he wants to kill not only Nahum but all the Jews and Nahum 

said at this moment: “Gam Zu Letovah” – “This too, is for the best.” What 

does Nahum mean with this expression in the context of our story?

Bonus  Why do you think Elijah the Prophet appears to save Nahum?

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________

Extra Bonus  When Nahum returned to the inn, and the inhabitants asked 

him why did the Romans treat him with such honor, he answered them: 

“That which I took from here, I brought there.” Why did Nahum answer the 

question in this way?

Extra Bonus  What is uniquely special about Nachum of ‘Gam Zu’?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from These Texts

The unique gift of being special without knowing it!
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Mr. Magoo (known by his full name: J. Quincy Magoo) is a fictional cartoon character 
created at the UPA animation studio in 1949. 

Mr. Magoo is an elderly, wealthy, short-statured retiree who gets into a series of 
comical situations as a result of his extreme near-sightedness, compounded by his 
stubborn refusal to admit the problem. However, through uncanny streaks of luck, 
the situation always seems to work itself out for him, leaving him no worse than 
before.
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