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To Dad and Mom, thank you.

And to Howard Publishing for their
unique support as together we

“fix our eyes on Jesus.”
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“My heart is stirred
by a noble theme”

—Jesus, Jesus, Jesus!



INTRODUCTION
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DISCOVERING JESUS, THE MAN


It was several years ago that I, as an actor, enjoyed the breathtaking privilege of portraying Jesus on film in The Gospel of Matthew. I’d been born again for two years and was well on my way to an exciting journey in salvation. I was enjoying life with the Spirit of God growing (hopefully!) inside me. I was freed from sin, well aware of it, and learning more and more how to walk in the righteousness Jesus bought for me with His death and resurrection. Glory to His blessed Name!

Then the opportunity came to play Him—wow! As a professional actor, I’d played many characters before, from a cop to a boxing promoter to a journalist to a gentle ex-con whose home was the backseat of a ’63 Rambler (doesn’t that sound wonderful?). But then I met a born-again director gearing up to put the Gospel of Matthew on film word for word. Over lunch at the downtown Los Angeles Hilton, he said to me, “You’re the one,” and the rest is history.

The next thing I knew, I had a beard on my face, sandals on my feet, and I was “walking through” the most significant events in universal history—through the life of Jesus, the most significant Man in universal history. Though I couldn’t have guessed it at the time, life for Bruce Marchiano as Bruce Marchiano knew it to be would never, ever be the same. And again, glory to Jesus!

Why do I bring up this life-changing opportunity—this personal “encounter” with the life of Jesus? Why do I make a special point of that word, Man? And what do these things have to do with the chapters and words that follow?

When a guy “acts” another person—and I can only speak for myself as an actor and the specific way that I trained as an actor—what he essentially does is tiptoe into another life. He walks a mile in another person’s shoes. As best he can, he takes on another person’s priorities, motivations, point of view, and desires. He does his best to understand and move into this other person’s heart.

One of my lines in Matthew was Jesus’s saying, “Out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:34). Another was, “A tree is recognized by its fruit” (Matthew 12:33). Well surprise, surprise—there’s an acting tenet that says, “A man’s heart is reflected in his choices and actions.” In other words, if I want to understand a man, all I have to do is look at his choices—what he does and how he does it—and I’ll quickly understand what’s in his heart. (I guess you could call it the gospel according to Stanislavski.)

So as an actor faced with the overwhelming, humbling, responsibility of “acting” Jesus, I got on my face before Him. I buried my nose in His Word. I bought every book I could find about Him and began a quest to know Him. I pieced through His every choice and every action. I knocked the familiarity off His words and dove into the dynamics and human realities of His every Gospel encounter.

Within those dynamics and realities I asked, “Why did Jesus do what He did in this situation and not all these other things He could have done? Why did he say this specific thing using these specific words? Why did he react this way and not that way? Why, why, why?

“And what does all this tell me about who Jesus was two thousand years ago? What does it tell me about His heart and His person, His nature and His ways? In other words, what kind of a Person was Jesus two thousand years ago? What was He like as a Man—as He lived His daily life, faced His daily challenges, pursued His daily hopes and passions?

“And what were those hopes and passions? What was in His heart as opposed to what’s in my heart, or anyone else’s heart for that matter? I mean, Jesus was the most common male name in first-century Israel, yet His life was shockingly different from anyone who ever lived before or after Him. Where did those differences come from?”

At the bottom of all that asking and searching was one seminal question: “Who was this Man named Jesus?”

I can’t begin to tell you what it’s like to stand on a hillside surrounded by hundreds of people and belt out, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). I don’t have words to describe how it feels to get down in the dirt with a filthy beggar, pull him into a Jesus-embrace, and whisper in his ear, “Be clean!” (Matthew 8:3).

I remember one scene where I was standing in a boat, a one-hundred-degree sun beating down on me and a one-hundred-degree wind whipping at my robes. There were throngs lining the shore, and I remember the heartbreak that overcame me as I spoke the words of Jesus, “He who has ears, let him hear” (Matthew 13:9). Like never before, I was deeply aware of how many didn’t have “ears,” of how many more still don’t “hear.”

Then there was the day I “hung” on a cross. Reenacting the Cross is my most vivid memory. “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani? … My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46).

JESUS.
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Through it all, if you’ll allow me to phrase it this way, my mind was blown sky high. My breath was taken out of me. My heart was stopped and flipped up one side and down the other, bent and shaped and twisted and turned, formed and re-formed,

torn down and reconstructed,

refreshed and renewed,

enlightened and amazed.

I “met” Jesus like I never imagined anyone could. I discovered Him in ways and depths I never dreamed possible. I’m sure I’d heard it all before, but through this experience I truly began to “get it”—His goodness, His care, His passion for a sinner like me.

There was another discovery too—a discovery that had nothing to do with Jesus in relationship with me personally. It had nothing to do with values or principles or revelations of His Word. It had nothing to do with the gospel per se—the good and glorious news of a God whose kingdom is forgiveness and grace.

It was quite simply, and oh so breathtakingly, the discovery of Him—of who Jesus was two thousand years ago. It was an encounter with Jesus, the Man. It was a glimpse into His character, a peek into His person. It was a tiny, tiptoed journey through the wonder of His perfection in practical, day-to-day human attributes—male attributes—as that maleness was manifested in His daily life.

Again—maybe even more—my mind was blown sky high. In Jesus I met a Man who was a Man like no other man has ever been or ever will be. I met faithfulness personified. I met walking, talking kindness and graciousness. I met goodness, strength, and conviction alive! I met

the summit of humbleness,

the pinnacle of gentleness,

the utter fulfillment of confidence and care.

I met a Man whose thick, calloused hands looked like ordinary hands, but oh, how His touch was anything but! I met a Man whose voice sounded like any ordinary voice, but oh, the truthfulness and passion that spilled from its tenor! I met a Man whose face was no different from any face in the crowd—“He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2)—but oh, what you would have seen if you took the time to look deeply into His eyes!

I met a Man who literally was living, breathing manhood—true manhood. In the sum of His ways, I met true masculinity defined and personified. I met the perfection of masculinity, the model, the ideal, the bar, the standard. I met the most masculine Man who ever walked the planet—the Man named Jesus. Glory to His Name!

And in the process, if I can phrase it this way, whereas I’d loved Him before, now I “fell in love” with Him. I fell in love with this wonder of a Man who, completely aside from the largess of His deity, was just one incredibly wonderful Guy.

I was also very, very challenged. My understanding of masculinity was completely rewritten as I deeply realized who, as a man, Jesus desires me to be. In my behavior and priorities, in the ways I relate to people and the motivations of my heart, in what comes out of my mouth and what’s behind my touch, in the choices I make and the desires that drive me, in my actions and reactions, in the deepest depths of my greatest longings and the highest heights of my hopes and dreams—I am to be like Him.

JESUS.

It was as if, for the first time in my life, I understood what a man truly is, and I could see a clear picture of the man I could be. Philippians 2:5: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” Romans 8:29: “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.” Matthew 5:48: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” John 13:15: “I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.”

It was as if Jesus were saying to me (and these are huge, huge words), “This is who I am—and this is who you, too, can be!” Praise the Name of Jesus!
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That’s what The Character of a Man is all about. It’s a book singularly and solely about Jesus, the Man. It’s a book about who He was as a Man—His character and personality, and most specifically, His masculine personality. It’s a book that explores Him as a Man in the way He walked out His manhood. It’s a book that establishes Him as the ultimate male role model—the living, breathing definition of what a man truly is.

The Character of a Man is intended for everyone—men, women, born again, not born again. I’ve tried to write broadly enough to speak to folks across the board, because if there’s one thing that’s certain, it’s that all of us—men and women, young and old, believer and unbeliever alike—so need to know and understand Him more and more. Oh, how we need to deeply, deeply know Jesus!

At the same time, The Character of a Man specifically invites those of us who are men to stop being “just guys” and start being Jesus. It lays before us a road map of character—His character. It opens the door to Jesus in us, operating through us, shaking our male trees free of the dead leaves and weak limbs of less-than-manly ways.

It wakes us up and challenges us to pursue being Him, living Him, shedding all that isn’t Him, dressing ourselves as Him. It calls us to rise in the

confidence,

peace,

and sureness

that are available to all of us in and through Him.

It invites us, ultimately, to be fountains of Him, filled with Him, to “spill” Him through our manner and person into all the lives and relationships He’s so graciously placed around us—our wives or sweethearts, our sons and daughters, our partners and friends, our parents and coworkers. Again, “This is who I am,” Jesus says through the pages that follow, “and this is who you, too, can be!”

So come—let’s discover Jesus. Let’s explore who Jesus was two thousand years ago. Let’s meet Him afresh and fall in love with Him anew. And for those of us who are men, let’s discover what His manhood looks like. He was, and is, the perfection of a Man. Let’s surrender our understanding of masculinity to the living God for a holy rewrite and overhaul. Let’s discover what “masculine” truly means. Come, let’s discover Jesus!

May I pray:

Dear Lord, oh Lord, how our hearts yearn for You! At the end of everything we can choose to chase in this world—good things, even—there is You. Yes, Lord, we just need You.

So we gather through the pages of this book, Lord, to find and discover You at deeper levels than ever before.

Oh, how that brings a smile to Your heavenly face!

And we know You are a God who rewards those who seek You. You respond with waterfalls of refreshing and understanding, guidance and care, healing and wholeness, purpose and value, focus and confidence, joy and fruitfulness. You respond with all the “goodnesses” that are You.

Lord Jesus, begin even now to reveal Yourself in all the fullness of who You are—as a Man. Reach into our hearts and lives and touch us with Your love. Gird us up by Your righteous right hand and build us, Lord—build us into You! Come, Lord Jesus, come!

In the precious Name of Jesus, I pray. Amen and amen.


CHAPTER ONE
 [image: Image]
A MAN OF EXCELLENCE


“You are the most excellent of men.” These are words from Psalm 45 that describe Jesus—penned, interestingly enough, centuries before He was ever born.

The psalm goes on to describe Him even more: “Your lips have been anointed with grace.” “God has blessed you forever.” “A scepter of justice will be the scepter of your kingdom.” “You love righteousness and hate wickedness.” “All your robes are fragrant with myrrh and aloes and cassia.” “Daughters of kings are among your honored women.” “God, your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy.”

The writer of Psalm 45 introduces all these verses of Spirit-inspired wonder with a simple, most breathtaking declaration: “My heart is stirred by a noble theme”—Jesus.

Grace, justice, righteousness.

Honor, nobility, joy.

Manhood, manliness, masculinity.
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It is an interesting reality that Jesus is rarely, if ever, thought of as “a man,” if you know what I mean. One never hears His Name in discussions of masculinity. There are many male role models, both ancient and contemporary, but for some odd reason, He’s rarely on the list.

Sure, we hear about Christlikeness and about modeling Christ’s love and forgiveness. But I’m talking about being a man. You know—a man. Why is Jesus never thought of like that?

I’m going to guess there are many reasons. For one, as much as we may know, know, know that “the Word became flesh” (John 1:14), deep inside we still tend to carry this sense of Jesus’s being, well, not quite 100 percent flesh. The evidence of this is all the lofty and glamorized artistic representations we see that, as real as any of them get, never quite get that real. Perhaps its His bluer-than-blue eyes or His perfectly combed hair. Maybe it’s His graceful stance or His always-looking-upward gaze. As talented and well-intentioned as any artist may be, there’s always something that distracts from His humanness.

Religious formality and tradition, I’m guessing, also play a role. Whether that takes the form of “thee, thou, and thine” kinds of presentations or the kinds with bright suits and lots of shouting, the sense one gets of Jesus is still the same—just a little “nonreal.”

It’s also a very big pill for us to deeply, fully swallow—that God became just like you and me. That’s not to say we don’t believe it; it’s just that its base reality is so far beyond remarkable, it doesn’t entirely fit into our limited, human understanding.

But the truth is, if you could have sat across the table from Jesus and shared a meal with Him two thousand years ago, you would have noticed nothing unique or extraordinary about Him. “He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2). In His humanity, Jesus was given no advantages over you and me, and indeed, He chose to take none.

JESUS.

To paint a perfectly accurate painting of Jesus, in fact, or make a perfectly accurate Jesus film, one would have to paint or film Him in such a way that you and I couldn’t pick Him out in a crowd. There would just be a sea of first-century faces in a marketplace or wherever, and somewhere in the middle of them all, dressed entirely the same, indistinguishable from anyone else, would be Jesus—a Man named Jesus.

Why do we struggle to see Him so? There is another reason: the problem of masculinity and our common perceptions of what that word truly means. Say the word masculine and what generally comes to mind? Tough talk and football players. Hummers and Harleys.

“Hit back and hit hard.”

“Take no prisoners.”

“Never say die.”

Though we may admire them as qualities, we tend not to think of grace as masculine or kindness as macho. When was the last time you heard talk of compassion or tenderness in relation to strength? When was the last time you heard someone say that doing nothing while people spit in your face is the manly thing to do?

Yes, deep inside, as much as we know it isn’t so, we tend to see those wonderful qualities of grace, kindness, compassion, tenderness, self-control—the qualities of Jesus—as not really masculine.

Again, the evidence is in so much artistic representation, whether visual or literary. How often—how tragically often—have we seen Jesus portrayed as more of a “pious pansy” than anything else: rosy cheeks, gleaming white hands, silken robes, aloof and above it all? Imagine His voice, and one tends to think “Shakespeare.” Picture His clothes, and one tends to think “white.” Think of His stature, and one immediately thinks “slender.” Oh, how far from truth can nontruth be!

Two thousand years ago, Jesus was a Man. I mean, a Man. He walked the alleyways and marketplaces of ancient Israel, the living God in a living Man, two feet as firmly on the ground as two feet have ever been on the ground—even more so.

He was born in a first-century barn, probably a cave. Of course, that’s not what makes a man a man, but in pursuit of an accurate representation of the Man, it certainly presents a picture that’s anything but soft. It certainly displays a reality that’s far from glorious, far from advantaged, and far below above it all. In fact, it’s a reality that’s miles below the-same-as-us-all. I don’t know anyone who was born in a barn, and I would venture to guess that few, if any of us, do. But Jesus was.

JESUS.

Shaking free from our glamorized familiarity with the Nativity, it’s a mind-exploding reality to consider. He was the Son of the living God. His Spirit-hands tossed the stars into the night sky. His words breathed life into all creation. He’s the Alpha and Omega, the Glory of the Universe—and He was born in a barn.

There’s nothing exalted about that. There’s nothing lofty or religious or full of Christmas splendor. His first smell was animal manure. His first bed was the trough from which animals ate. It’s so shockingly hard, so shockingly base, and so shockingly real.

As He grew, Jesus learned to work with His hands. He did blue-collar labor for most of His life. Again, physical work is not the measure of manhood, but it is a reality that has nothing to do with manicured perfection or soft, silken gowns. Its a reality that produces dirt under the fingernails, sweat, bruises, and scars. It molds tanned, sinewy, powerful arms. It sculpts thick legs and barrel shoulders, not creamy-smooth delicacy and slightness.

JESUS.

His ministry continued in the same vein. Page after page in Gospel after Gospel we see Jesus sleeping in open fields, walking from town to town, on His knees in the dirt—hanging from a tree! Two thousand years ago Jesus said, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Matthew 8:20). He was the Son of the living God—the Creator of everything that was ever created—and He had nowhere to lay His head.

Again, that’s a hard reality. It’s a down-and-dirty reality. Oh, we look back in religious composure and scriptural sophistication and say, “Of course.” But when we strip away all the familiarity and push ourselves to look at it in its raw actuality, it’s so shocking.

Jesus was a Man who had all the power of the universe and then some at His fingertips. He opened blind eyes. He fed thousands with a single prayer. He effortlessly resurrected people from the dead. Oh, how our familiar acquaintance with these events robs us of cutting-edge appreciation for how truly awesome they are!

Imagine you’re sitting at a red light next to a cemetery and suddenly, out of the corner of your eye, you see it: the ground explodes, and out of the hole, a man stands up.

My goodness! How would any of us react to that? Our minds would explode. We’d come entirely unglued. We’d race around manically, hyperventilating, not knowing what to do. We’d probably be frightened out of our wits! And from that point on, our lives would never be the same. Glory to Jesus!

That’s how it was two thousand years ago. That’s the power and resources Jesus walked in. That’s the bigness of the breath-stealing command that lay at His beck and call.

Jesus catapulted from the waters of His Jordan baptism, and like thunder, El Shaddai Himself belted from one end of the millennia to the other: “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). He was His Son, and He slept in the fields! He was the living Son of the living God—and He had nowhere to lay His head! Oh, shocking, shocking reality!

JESUS!

Then the day came when He did “lay His head.” He laid it back on a beam of wood. He laid it back against a mangle of thorns. He laid His head; they raised Him up. They did terrible things—unmentionable things. And He died.

O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer…. I am a worm and not a man…. Many bulls surround me, strong bulls of Bashan encircle me. Roaring lions tearing their prey open their mouths wide against me.

I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint…. My strenght is dried up … my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth…. Dogs have sorrounded me; a band of evil men has encircled me, they have pierced my hands and feet.

—from Psalm 22

JESUS.

His appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man and his form marred beyond human likeness….

He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering…. He was led like a lumb to the slaughter…. He was cut off from the land of the living…. He was assigned a grave with the wicked…. He poured out his life unto death.

—from Isaiah 52 and 53

JESUS.

No, there was nothing “soft” about this Man two thousand years ago. There was nothing weak or unmanly. His was a reality that was as hard as reality can get—a

sweat-in-the-sun,

tears-in-the-dirt,

blood-in-the-sand reality.

And in all that realness and authenticity He alone stood as “the most excellent of men.”

JESUS!
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What would excellence look like in a man? How would perfection of masculinity play out? After all, Jesus was perfect in every way. He was the perfect reflection of His Father’s image. He was the perfect fulfillment of the purpose for which He had been birthed. He was the perfection of righteousness and holiness, completely “without sin.” (Hebrews 4:15). And He was the perfection of character in a Man.

Jesus alone perfectly became everything His Father ever meant for a man, manliness, and masculinity to be. Jesus was the “ultimate Man,” if you will—the true, living definition of what truly is a man.

He lived every moment—every breath, every look, every touch—in 100 percent perfection of goodness, 100 percent in the bull’s-eye of His Father’s guidance and will. He lived 100 percent free of foolishness and folly, fear and unworthy considerations. Not even one millimeter of His masculine being was bruised by indulgence in sinful pursuits.

He lived every frame of His life in 100 percent magnificence of purpose and perfection of focus. He spent His talents and resources in a perfect economy of effort and activity, reaping a perfection of all the fruitfulness He was born to bear.

Can you imagine never wasting even a billionth of a second of your life? Can you imagine every move you make and every breath you take counting for the biggest “everything” of every life: eternal life?

JESUS!

Then there was His perfection of personality—His male personality. Can you even begin to wrap your mind around a Man who, just sitting there doing nothing, radiates

wholeness and care,

loveliness and genuineness,

strength and conviction,

calm and splendor?

His every word is 100 percent truth, 100 percent sureness. His every word overflows with healing and encouragement, blessing and kindness, certainty and might, hope and confidence. His every word breathes life and resurrection into the weariness of your heart.

There’s never one hint of an ugly remark, never the tiniest escape of a sarcastic chuckle or a “just kidding” jest. “Your lips have been anointed with grace,” the psalmist says of Him. Never once does He complain or moan. Never once does He cut you off or lash out because “I’m just a little tired today.”
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