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It’s interesting to me how the word karma has become a part of our everyday language. Most
people probably don’t know what it means or where the term comes from. The concept of
karma is found in many philosophies and religions that incorporate some sort of reincarnation,
most notably in Hinduism and Buddhism. Derived from an ancient Hindu word meaning “work”
or “deed,” karma is generally defined as the sum total of a person’s actions or deeds, whether
good or bad, that will determine that person’s future existence. However, in today’s vernacular,
karma has taken on a more general meaning and is now frequently used in place of such
phrases as “what goes around, comes around” or “you reap what you sow.” Instead of being
used strictly in regards to reincarnation, now karma is used in regards to present lives, like
some sort of cosmological judgment system that keeps track of one’s sins and metes out
punishment for those sins at a later date in life.
The reason why this interests me is because the Old Testament essentially teaches the same
idea. The system of sacrifices and punishments in the law of Moses outlined a strict code of
justice in which each individual was punished or had to give a sacrifice based on the severity of
sin committed. We might call it “an eye for an eye,” which isn’t just a cute phrase but a Scripture
verse found multiple times in the Bible (Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20; Deuteronomy 19:21).
God repeatedly told the Israelites that if they followed Him and obeyed His Word they would be
blessed, but if they sinned and followed other gods, they would be cursed (Deuteronomy
11:26–28; Joshua 24:20, etc.). But today it is as if the world has replaced the idea of God—an
omniscient force who rewards right and punishes wrong—with the idea of karma. God was
effectively removed from pop culture long ago, but it seems He has been ingrained in our
collective consciousness so deeply that we’ve conjured up a placeholder in the form of karma,
this inescapable cosmological policeman that never gets tired, never stops hunting the sinful,
and never ever forgets a sin.
The sad reality is that in a sinful world this sense of karma is inescapable. In fact, our world is
bound by “karma” in that we can never escape from our sins, and we can never do enough
good things to wash away the bad. To this sinful world, God is judge, jury, and executioner and
we can never escape Him. Our sins are inescapable and eternally fatal, but instead of a
concept of a god intent on punishment and wrath, God is more rightly seen as a loving Savior
who came to rescue all of humanity. Fortunately for us all, He created a plan to free us from the
prison of sin’s destructive cycle, a cycle we might call karma. It’s called grace.
Ephesians 2:8 reads, “
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of
yourselves; it is the gift of God.” This gift of salvation is what Jesus gave to all humanity when

He, a perfect, righteous man who deserved no ill, was crucified, taking the sin of the world on
His shoulders and dying so that we might have eternal life. He deserved no punishment, yet He
took it all so we wouldn’t have to be punished. With His death and resurrection, He shattered
the rule of “an eye for an eye.” He completed the Law and issued a new approach, becoming
Himself the substitute that satisfied the requirements of a law system with standards that were
impossible for any human to meet.
The apostle Paul had much reason to fear the judgment of God, for he had violently persecuted
the early church before his own conversion, but he wrote, “While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us. Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from
wrath through Him” (Romans 5:8–9). Paul understood that the love of God was stronger than
any sin he had committed. His only hope of salvation was a free gift, which he received through
the grace of God.
God’s grace is still available for us today. Jesus ended the vicious cycle of karma by choosing
to die for our sins. In its place, He substituted the rule of grace. In Matthew 5, Jesus
acknowledged the concept of “an eye for an eye” but said there is a new way of responding:
“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I tell you not to
resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also. If
anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have your cloak also” (5:38–40
NIV). Jesus was not necessarily advocating pacifism here, nor was He suggesting that His
disciples were not to defend themselves. But He was saying there is a new way of responding
to adversity, one that would have been foreign to His first-century listeners. In calling His
followers to a new approach that extended beyond the rule-keeping of the Law, He later said,
“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say
to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and
pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you” (5:43–44 NKJV). In other words,
Jesus was saying, “You don’t have to respond to evil with more evil. Instead you can respond
with good.” Karma would dictate that we should always reward evil with evil, and only reward
good with good. But the law of grace demands a new approach, one that directly opposes
karma.
Jesus demonstrated the new rule of grace when He died for us on the cross, but He always
intended for us to adopt this rule ourselves. Instead of treating people how they deserve to be
treated, we are to treat them as they ought to be treated, with love, respect, and kindness,
regardless of how they treat us. This may seem straightforward on the playground—don’t push
the kid who pushed you—but it is much more complicated in the lecture hall, where verbal and
semantic pushes are harder to see. The world is against God; an anti-Christian spirit seems to
pervade our culture, and many times it seems strongest in our educational system. Tolerance is
prized above all else, except when it comes to Christians. An open mind is encouraged, except
when it concerns the Bible. A fair trial is always required, except when the one on trial is Jesus
Christ. I have personally experienced outright attacks on Christianity and morality on numerous

occasions, not to mention all the thinly veiled barbs thrown under the guise of “devil’s
advocate.” Yet we must still treat others with grace. We must continue to respect the rights and
beliefs of other individuals while still standing strong for what we believe. We must remain
steadfast in our defense of the gospel, all the while remembering that Christ died for everyone,
even those who treat us wrongly.
There is an unsurpassable distance between grace and the concept of retribution others might
call karma. Thankfully, our God made a bridge for us in the form of the Son of Man, Jesus
Christ. Jesus is our sacrificial Lamb who paid the price for our sins, but He is also our high
priest, our mediator between God and man. He created the bridge that allows us to pass
between karma, a place where all wrongs must be equally righted, and grace, a place where
wrongs can be forgiven. Without His sacrifice, we would still be stuck in a vicious cycle of sin
and retribution. The duty of all those who have been redeemed is to tell the rest of the world
there is a way out of the cycle of karma, a bridge to another world where a loving God offers a
transformative new way of life through grace.

