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This work investigates the Halakhic argument “If so, there would be no end to the matter” 

[henceforth: ס"אכאל ] and its functions in the literature of the Talmudic rabbis. The work 

is divided into four main parts: 

 1. Preface, in which I present the academic background for exploring halakhic 

arguments, mainly the emergence of values as a main paradigm in the philosophy of 

halakha in the last decades; the significant place of halakhic arguments in the field of the 

halakhic decision-making [pesika]. 

 2. The main body of the work, in which I analyze the biblical context and halakhic 

functions of the nine occurrences of ס"אכאל  in Talmudic sources: Mishnah (Pesachim, 

1:2; Yoma, 1:1), Tosefta (Sotah, 1:1; Sanhedrin, 9:5; Parah, 2:1; Nidah, 7:5) Jerusalem 

Talmud (Pesachim 27:3) Babylonian Talmud (Bava Metzi'a 28b; 60a). In order to give a 

concrete example, I will review two of them briefly:  

 I Mishnah, tractate Pesachim: in the context of the ritual search for chamets [חמץ] 

before Passover, there is a biblical commandment (Ex. 12:19; 13:7), based on which is a 

rabbinic ruling that after searching for the chamets and burning it, one should not be 

worried by the possibility that a rat might grab a piece of bread and bring it from one 

location to another. Indeed, if such an option were considered reasonable, we would have 

to assume that the bread could also have been grabbed a bread from house to yard, from 

there another house and to another yard, and from city to city – an endless argument.  

In short, the Sages place a juristic border on circumstances that obviate reliance on the 

effort and ability of Jews to abolish the chamets; if one has purged his house as mandated, 

he has fulfilled his halakhic responsibility and should not be troubled by such hypothetical 

options. Hermeneutically, the rabbinic move is radical because the biblical concept of 

chamets is uncompromising, and demands a complete purging of the chamets, with no 

exceptions and independent of the particular circumstances.  

 II Tosefta tractate Parah: according to Biblical law (Num. 19:1-13), the “red 

heifer,” whose ashes function as an instrument of purification, should be “faultless, 
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wherein is no blemish.” Mishnah Parah (2:1) cites a halakha by Rabbi Yehudah, who says: 

“The red heifer should be kept under watch so that he performs no work.” The Sages 

respond to him: “If you say so, the matter is endless [ ס"אכאל ]”. Codifying this way, you 

will not be able to find a worthy red heifer, and therefore such a cow is acceptable in its 

present form. In this case, the objection to R. Yehudah is also directed to R. Eliezer, a 

teacher of R. Yehuda's father, Rabbi Ila'i [אילעאי] . 

 3. Summary, in which I try to find common denominators for these nine rabbinic 

occurrences. The main concluding observations are as follows:   

a) Fear of over-scrupulosity ["החשש מהחשש"] : In such cases, there is a 

persistent rabbinic attempt to “put an end” to certain religious-halakhic 

concerns. For example: the over-scrupulous fear that the wife of the High 

Priest, who is a major part of the ritual purification process of Israel, will 

die on Yom-Kippur (the Day of Atonement), and therefore, a potential 

replacement wife must be arranged for the High Priest. 

b) The argument "אם כן אין לדבר סוף"  is directed a few times at R. Yehuda, 

the son of Ila'i. I argue that this reflects the Sages' critique of some 

concepts in ancient halakha ההלכה הקדומה] ] that were transmitted to R. 

Yehuda by Shammai the Elder, R. Eliezer Ben Horqenus and R. Ila'i. One 

of the ancient halakha's characteristics is the predilection for stringency in 

halakhic decision-making.   

c) In addition to the basic classification of ס"אכאל  as halakhic argument, I 

suggest to recognize it as a halakhic criterion. Meaning: it seems to 

function as a discursive criterion for exposing opinions that embody 

endless normative-halakhic demands, and as a juristic 'corrective': a 

concept which limits competing halakhic concepts that appear to be endless 

in nature.  

 4. Appendix, in which I show the function of ס"אכאל  in further halakhic 

arguments, such as "נתת דבריך לשיעורין" , and in halakhic issues that express the  

underlying idea of ס"אכאל , even though the term itself is not explicitly, formulaically 

invoked.  


