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The controversy between R. Akiva and R. Ishmael in Sifrei on Deuteronomy, piska 79 and 
its parallels in Mekhilta on Deuteronomy and Tosefta Shekalim regarding the explication of 
Deut. 12:28: ‘for you will be doing what is good and right in the sight of the Lord your God’ 
has received much attention from scholars and educators, in an effort to clarify halakhic 
and philosophical ramifications. Notwithstanding this intense scrutiny, much remains to be 
clarified concerning its original version and meaning.
 The first part of the article contains a critical and detailed survey of the history of the 
research on this topic. The survey exemplifies characteristic directions in the development 
of recent philological-historical research, with its advances and setbacks. The second part 
conducts a renewed study of the version and literal meaning of the sources, primarily the 
excellent Sifrei manuscript, MS. Vatican 32. This manuscript enables us to understand the 
disagreement without textual emendation. 
 The third part of the article examines, and rejects, the proposal to explain the basis of 
the controversy among these Tannaim in light of the tension between the observance of the 
halakhah and consideration for human dignity, according to testimony about the personal 
conduct of R. Akiva and R. Ishmael, and other debates between them.
 The fourth part of the article explains the root of the disagreement on the question 
of the obligation to consider human values in the interpretation of the Torah and in the 
determination of the halakhah. R. Akiva asserted that when a conflict arises between what 
is written in the Torah and human values, one should strive to resolve the contradiction by 
reconciling ‘what is good in the sight of Heaven’ with what is ‘right in the sight of man’. R. 
Akiva based his opinion on a radical exposition of Scripture, while R. Ishmael differed on 
this point.
 The fifth part of the article attempts to chart the profound difference between R. Akiva 
and R. Ishmael in their perception of man’s standing and his attitude to God. This proposal 
remains speculative but can advance research into the worldviews of the Tannaim in general, 
and especially, the daring religious position adopted by R. Akiva.


