
THE 10 COMMANDMENTS
THAT CHANGED GLOBAL ORDER
Stephen Ebanks

Copyright

Copyright © 2026 Stephen Ebanks. All rights reserved. This is an independent work of historical, philosophical and religious commentary. Scripture references are discussed in paraphrase. No endorsement by any religious institution is implied.

The discussion is interpretive and educational. Historical developments have multiple causes, and no claim is made that the commandments alone originated the legal or ethical principles discussed.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Ten Commandments That Changed Global Order

Introduction

Introduction

Contents

1. No Other Gods

2. No Graven Images

3. Do Not Misuse the Divine Name

4. Remember the Sabbath

5. Honour Your Father and Mother

6. You Shall Not Murder

7. You Shall Not Commit Adultery

8. You Shall Not Steal

9. You Shall Not Bear False Witness

10. You Shall Not Covet

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


Conclusion

Further Reading

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


The Ten Commandments are among the most recognisable moral statements in world history. Their brevity invites familiarity, but familiarity can conceal how contested their meanings have been. They emerged within the religious memory of ancient Israel and were preserved in texts that later became foundational to Judaism and Christianity. Their influence spread through worship, education, law, imperial expansion, reform movements, and everyday family life. Yet no single commandment created a modern institution by itself, and many of the values associated with them also developed in other civilisations. To understand their impact is to trace an interaction between a text, the communities that interpreted it, and the historical circumstances in which those interpretations acquired power.

The phrase “changed global order” should therefore be understood as an inquiry rather than an unqualified claim of causation. Global order includes more than governments and treaties. It includes expectations about truthful speech, family responsibility, violence, property, desire, and the organisation of time. A rule may shape history without being consistently obeyed. Indeed, the distance between professed principles and actual conduct is often where the most revealing historical evidence appears. Societies have invoked the commandments to defend liberty and to enforce conformity, to protect vulnerable people and to justify hierarchy. An honest account must hold these contradictions in view.

This book follows the ordering commonly used in many Protestant presentations of Exodus 20. Jewish, Catholic, Lutheran, and other traditions divide and number the commandments differently. The underlying passages in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 remain the essential points of reference. Quotations are kept brief and paraphrased where appropriate, with attention to the differences between ancient context and modern application. The aim is neither to preach nor to dismiss. It is to examine why these ten statements proved so durable, what they helped make possible, and what questions they still ask of a pluralistic world.

Each chapter moves between the original setting, the history of interpretation, and a contemporary ethical problem. Historical influence is distinguished from resemblance: the fact that two societies prohibit theft does not prove that one borrowed the idea from the other. The book also treats the commandments as part of a larger biblical moral world, rather than as ten isolated slogans. Their influence is inseparable from debates about justice, mercy, covenant, power, and the responsibilities of human beings toward one another.


1. No Other Gods

The command to acknowledge no other gods before the God of Israel is often read as a private demand for loyalty. Its public significance is more complicated. In the ancient Near East, gods were woven into dynastic legitimacy, warfare, harvest, and the hierarchy of cities. A ruler might claim the patronage of a deity, while defeated populations were expected to accommodate the gods of conquerors. Against that background, exclusive allegiance to one God could become a way of resisting the assumption that political victory proved religious truth. It also created an unusually strong boundary around communal identity. The commandment was not a modern declaration of religious freedom; its ancient setting included severe restrictions on rival worship. Nevertheless, its long history helped generate a central question of political philosophy: when the claims of state, custom, and conscience collide, which authority is ultimate?

The historical transformation

The commandment sits at the beginning because the remaining instructions are presented not as convenient rules but as obligations arising from a relationship. In Exodus, the speaker identifies himself as the liberator who brought Israel from Egypt. Law therefore follows deliverance. This order matters. The community is asked to understand obedience as a response to a remembered rescue rather than as mere submission to an arbitrary ruler. Across centuries, this pattern informed covenant theology: a people was constituted not only by ancestry or territory but also by shared commitments. Such a model could strengthen mutual responsibility, yet it could also sharpen exclusion. Communities that defined themselves through one sacred loyalty often struggled to make room for dissenters. The historical influence of the first commandment cannot be reduced to unity or intolerance alone. It furnished a powerful language for both solidarity and separation.

Jewish traditions developed distinctive ways of affirming divine unity through worship, prayer, study, and daily practice. Christianity inherited the commandment while interpreting the identity of the one God through its own doctrines. Islam, which emerged later in a different historical setting, placed uncompromising divine unity at the centre of its confession; the relationship among these traditions is one of influence, debate, and independent development rather than a single straight line. Their shared insistence that ultimate reality cannot be equated with a human sovereign had consequences beyond theology. A king might govern bodies and land, but a believer could argue that conscience belonged to God. That argument did not automatically produce democracy. Monarchs and empires also invoked divine authority to consolidate power. What it did produce was a durable tension between the sacred and the political, one that later reformers, dissidents, and legal thinkers could exploit.

Power, interpretation and consequence

The commandment also changed the intellectual architecture of explanation. A world populated by competing divine agencies offers one way to interpret drought, victory, illness, and prosperity. A world ordered under a single ultimate source invites different questions about coherence, providence, and moral responsibility. It would be historically inaccurate to claim that monotheism invented rational inquiry: sophisticated mathematics, medicine, and natural philosophy flourished in polytheistic cultures. Yet the conviction that reality is fundamentally ordered became one of several resources used by later Jewish, Christian, and Muslim philosophers when they examined nature and reason. The most consequential development was not the disappearance of mystery, but the effort to relate diverse experiences to a unified moral horizon. If there is one ultimate source, how can justice differ between rich and poor, citizen and stranger, victor and defeated?

In the modern world the first commandment remains provocative precisely because societies are religiously plural. A democratic state cannot simply treat one community’s theological obligation as a universal civil requirement without compromising equal citizenship. The commandment’s enduring contribution may therefore lie less in its direct enforcement than in the questions it raises about ultimate commitments. Money, nation, technology, reputation, and ideology can all function as objects of unconditional devotion. This is a metaphorical extension, not the original legal meaning, but it explains why theologians continue to speak of modern idolatries. The crucial test is whether allegiance to an ultimate good enlarges responsibility for neighbours or excuses contempt for them. The first commandment helped make ultimate loyalty a matter of world-historical importance. Its legacy is strongest when that loyalty is accompanied by humility about human power.

Conscience and sovereignty

A ruler can command public compliance, but allegiance of the heart is more elusive. In the history of conscience, this distinction has served both dissenters and persecutors. A dissenter may say that an unjust command cannot bind the soul; a persecutor may insist that deviation from divine truth threatens the community. The same theological premise therefore produces opposite political outcomes depending on how human fallibility is understood. If rulers and interpreters are capable of error, ultimate loyalty can justify limits on earthly power. If one faction claims to speak without error, it can justify coercion. This ambiguity helps explain why the development of toleration was slow even in societies deeply shaped by monotheism. Religious freedom required not only convictions about God but also institutional recognition that human beings disagree, and that forced belief is not genuine belief.

To assess the first commandment’s contribution to world order, we should resist the temptation to draw a straight line from ancient Israel to modern constitutionalism. Political liberty emerged
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