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Lecture 1

Motives of Discovery 
and Exploration I

1.	 Why are the motives of discovery and exploration important?

It is helpful to know the beginning motivations both to understand the actions of that time and to understand 
current (and future) actions that are based on these same motives.

2.	 Ideas rule and govern long after those who presented them are gone. What underlies all 
ideas and subsequent actions?

All ideas are formed based on one’s religious presupposition, or faith. And actions are the outworking of that 
underlying faith.

3.	 What is the significance of the dream of the Roman poet Horace in the development of 
the new world?

Horace’s Epod 16 speculated about a utopian-style paradise (“Isles of the Blessed”) located across the Western 
ocean as the answer for the gloomy pessimism that was prevalent in his Rome. His poem provided motivation 
for many, and this humanistic notion of “salvation” by finding/creating the perfect, uncontaminated environment 
became a strong impetus for exploration of the New World. To this day, it is a common article of faith among stat-
ists, radical environmentalists, and social engineers.

4.	 What is the presupposition that leads to the myth of the Noble Savage?

It is the same humanism of Horace and any of the utopian writers, denying the sinful condition of fallen man 
in favor of a doctrine that sees man’s salvation in removing himself from a corrupted environment to live to his 
potential in a paradise. Still popular today, it presupposes that corruption comes from Western (and especially 
Christian) civilization. 

5.	 How is motivation different for the Christian?

Those motivated by the Christian religion, by contrast, understand that society is “saved” through the efforts of 
regenerated men in obedience to God’s Word. They seek to establish and expand God’s rule on earth. Many see 
themselves as placed in their time and circumstances with a special commission in God’s kingdom.
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6.	 What was the motivation of Columbus? 

Just as we are influenced by popular and prevailing notions, Columbus’ motivation, though clearly and over-
whelmingly that of a Christian missionary, (“increase and glory of the Christian religion”) was influenced by politi-
cal and economic goals as well. Some historians would have us believe that Columbus was a cruel and greedy 
contaminator of the pristine paradise. That does not square with his often-stated Christian motives.

7.	 What about the other explorers?

Ponce deLeon’s humanistic motives were certainly evident in his search for the fountain of youth. Pizarro’s 
treachery in Peru was motivated by his greed and ambition. Others, such as Cortez in Mexico, have been vilified 
by revisionist historians unfairly (and illogically). It is not likely that a few hundred men and a handful of horses 
could have toppled the mighty Aztec empire without local help. Rather, Cortez’s efforts were motivated to a large 
degree by his Christian faith, and his abhorrence of the pagan Aztec religion.

Topics for Discussion

Our own motives are seldom pure and are often confused and mixed. Should we be surprised if historians 
find grounds to emphasize different motives for the same actions? To what extent is their history writ-
ten according to THEIR motives/religious presuppositions? By being more purely God-centered in their 
(our) motivation, how would the history of these Christian explorers (or us) have been differently writ-
ten? How does one practice purifying his motives?




