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ARIZONA CARDINALS
As Arizona Republic staffer Kent Somers suggested, during the last two weeks, the Cardinals' 2014 season seemed to be morphing from magical to miserable. "A 9-1 record turned to 9-3," Somers wrote. "The backup quarterback began to look like a backup, the defense was gashed and it was fair to wonder if we were witnessing a historical collapse.

"Voila, that all changed on Sunday with the Cardinals' 17-14 victory over the Chiefs. Or maybe the doomsday, Chicken Little talk was only paused until Thursday night, when the Cardinals play the Rams in St. Louis. ..."

"Heck, yeah," head coach Bruce Arians said after the game. "I ain't going to deny that, we needed one big. The 10th one is always the hardest to get."

At 10-3, the Cardinals have won at least 10 games in consecutive years for the first time since 1975-76. More importantly, they remained in first place in the NFC West, a game ahead of the Seahawks, with three games to play.

"This team, I think, has something special about it," Arians said. "We've got a really tough stretch down the road, but I like where we're at."

The Cardinals are 7-0 at home, and after consecutive losses on the road, they needed a home game.

It's a different team than the November version, with the biggest change coming at running back. Andre Ellington was placed on injured reserve on Monday after suffering a sports hernia last week in Atlanta. He is flying to Philadelphia soon to undergo surgery.

That left the Cardinals searching for a running back, and they found one, at least temporarily, in their own locker room.

As ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss noted, before Sunday, Kerwynn Williams was the guy who played Kansas City's Jamaal Charles for Arizona's scout team.

He was another body to practice against, already a journeyman at 23. He was short, shifty and sly on his feet. He was also a stranger to the 62,387 at University of Phoenix Stadium.

He wasn't on the flip card. He wasn't in the program. He wasn't even on the active roster until Friday afternoon. Arians made sure those at his news conference were introduced to his new back.

"Just in case you don't know who Kerwynn Williams is, he's No. 33," the coach announced after taking the podium.

The second-year running back, drafted in the seventh round in 2013, introduced himself with 100 yards on 19 carries, sparking a lifeless running game and a stagnant offense. Not bad for a back who was recommended to Arians by friend and Minnesota running backs coach Kirby Wilson. The Vikings' backfield was at capacity and Williams was a numbers casualty. The Cardinals jumped, adding Williams to their practice squad on Sept. 18.

Arizona was in desperate need of a rushing resurgence and they found it. Heading into Sunday without Ellington, Arians had a plan. He'd start Stepfan Taylor and then turn to either Williams or Marion Grice, a rookie out of Arizona State, whoever had the hotter hand.

That was Williams. He had 15 yards in the first quarter, 10 in the second, 35 in the third and 40 in the fourth. He became Arizona's first 100-yard rusher this season and Sunday was Arizona's best rushing effort of the season.

"It's what we needed," Arians said. "We needed to make first downs and get us in some manageable third downs."

But the running game, which totaled just 28, 46, 65 and 35 yards in each of Arizona's last four games, respectively, was able to take some pressure off the passing game, receiver Larry Fitzgerald said.

Drew Stanton wasn't asked to win the game single-handed, which has been the case since he took over in Week 11. Finally having a run attack allowed Arizona to eat some clock. Late in the fourth quarter, backed by seven Williams' runs, Arizona burned 4:09.

"We just hit the holes," Fitzgerald said. "When there weren't big holes there, we got positive yards. That's the key in the run game -- not taking negative yards. Two and three yards are not that bad, especially against a defense as good as Kansas City's."

Despite an invigorated run game, the Cardinals offense was inconsistent on Sunday, and kicker Chandler Catanzaro missed two field goals, including a 34-yarder with 1:09 left.

The Cardinals wouldn't have won without a couple stellar defensive plays and two favorable calls by officials. But a win is a win.

"To be 10-3, that's rare air," Fitzgerald said. "We know we have something special going here.

"We want to win our division and host playoff games. Those are our goals and aspirations. This is just one step in that process. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Stanton was far from consistent Sunday but he made the plays that counted -- especially a 26-yard touchdown pass down the seam to Jaron Brown, who made up for dropping a "gimme" touchdown in Seattle. The passing game wasn't what won Arizona its 10th game of the season, however, it came through when Arizona needed it. ...

Fitzgerald (knee sprain) played against the Chiefs on Sunday at far less than 100 percent. Fitzgerald had four catches for 34 yards, all in the first half.

Fitzgerald played the second most of all receivers (58 of 69). Floyd's 62 were his most since Oakland. Even with Fitzgerald back, Jaron Brown (22) and Ted Ginn (12) saw more reps than they usually received when Fitzgerald plays. John Brown played 45 snaps. ...

The Cardinals listed Fitzgerald as a limited participant Monday and Tuesday. As CBSSports.com notes, Fitzgerald did not aggravate his injury in Sunday's win over the Chiefs and is fully expected to face the Rams. ...

Arians' running-back-by-committee seemed to work and snaps were distributed relatively evenly. Williams was the hot hand Sunday and Arians rode him to 25 snaps. He finished with 100 yards, giving him an average of four yards per snap. Taylor (17) played his second-most snaps of the season as the starter. Arians said on Monday that Taylor would continue as the starter, but expect the coach to continue riding whichever back gets the hot hand first. ...

According to the Sports Xchange, one injury forced the Cardinals to make two changes in the starting offensive line against the Chiefs. Coincidence or not, the line played its best game as a unit, both Arians and general manager Steve Keim said on Monday.

"Both tackles had outstanding days," Arians said, referring to Jared Veldheer and Bobby Massie. "We gave up one sack down there in the red zone. Bobby (Massie) held his own on Justin Houston very well."

The changes were at the two guard spots. Right guard Paul Fanaika missed the game with an ankle injury. Ted Larsen moved from the left to the right side, and Jonathan Cooper, the seventh overall pick in 2013, started his first NFL game.

"He was OK," Arians said of Cooper. "He got better."

Fanaika could come back this week, but Arians isn't saying how that would impact the starting lineup. Fanaika has been steady this season, but Arians and his offensive staff might not want to tinker with something that worked last week. ...

And finally. ... As noted above, Catanzaro missed two field goals against the Chiefs, and he's missed four of his last nine. The two missed attempts Sunday hit the uprights.

Arians isn't sweating over the rookie's misses.

Asked how he would handle Catanzaro this week, Arians replied: "Pat him on the back, tell him to kick them between the poles and don't hit the pole. He ain't going anywhere, just make your kicks." 
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QB: Drew Stanton, Logan Thomas, Ryan Lindley 
RB: Stepfan Taylor, Kerwynn Williams, Marion Grice 
FB: Robert Hughes 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Michael Floyd, John Brown, Jaron Brown, Ted Ginn, Walt Brown 
TE: John Carlson, Robert Housler, Darren Fells, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Chandler Catanzaro 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
According to ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure, Julio Jones' every move was deliberate as he hobbled through the locker room, gently sat down by his locker, then struggled to bend over and put his clothes on before addressing the media.

The hip injury the receiver suffered during Monday night's spirited effort against the Packers in a 43-37 defeat obviously drained Jones. But before he exited the game in the final minutes, he left everyone inside Lambeau Field in awe with a breathtaking performance.

"He's just playing great football, man," teammate Harry Douglas told McClure. "No one can guard Julio one-on-one -- point blank, period. It's damn near hard to guard him two-on-one. There are times he's double covered and he's still just making the play. That's why he's one of the greatest receivers in the game right now."

One week after going for a career-high 189 yards against the Cardinals, Jones topped that, catching 11 passes for a franchise-record 259 receiving yards with a touchdown. It was the most receiving yards for any receiver in the NFL this season and the most yards for any opponent against the Packers, ever. It also put him at 1,428 yards for the season, also a franchise record.

"I just credit my teammates," Jones said. "The offensive line giving me time to go down and make plays and Matt [Ryan] having the faith in me to throw the ball up to me and the offensive coordinator [Dirk Koetter] just drawing them up. They just leaned on me today. I just try to make most of the plays. Everything they kind of threw at me, I tried my best to get them every play."

As McClure suggested, Jones might have gone for 300 had he not been sidelined for his team's final offensive series due to the hip injury. The Falcons managed to score without him on Douglas' 2-yard catch that cut the Falcons' deficit to six points, down from 24 at halftime. But it went for naught as the Packers recovered the onside kick and ran out the clock.

In the big picture, the Falcons need Jones healthy for the stretch run, so not forcing him back into the game was probably a good move. The team remains in first place in the NFC South despite a 5-8 record with three games left, starting with Sunday's home matchup with the Steelers. If the Falcons have postseason aspirations, Jones has to play a big part in driving them to their destination.

"How big is Julio to our final stretch run? That's like saying how big Santa Claus is to Christmas," Douglas said. "He's huge. We've got to have him on this run. He's amazing, man. We're going to need him, man."

McClure further suggested if the latest injury doesn't keep Jones out of action, it's hard to imagine anyone being able to slow him down -- particularly with the Saints and Panthers and their porous defenses still left on the schedule. The last two weeks, both the Cardinals and Packers boldly tried to go man-to-man against him for a number of snaps.

Even with as much pain as he was in afterward, Jones had to snicker a little about teams deciding to play him one-on-one.

"I don't know what defensive coordinators are doing," he said. "I like it. Keep doing it. I don't have a problem with it. So, that's my take on it."

The Falcons talked all offseason about how much Jones' return from last year's season-ending foot fracture would mean for the team. He's simply gone out and put up the numbers to prove it and now leads the entire league with those 1,428 receiving yards, surpassing the Steelers' Antonio Brown (1,375).

"When Julio is healthy and he and Matt are in tune with one another, they're as good as any in the NFL; he's a good as any in the NFL," head coach Mike Smith said. "He's hard to cover. He's got great speed. He's got great hands. And he's an elite wide receiver. One of the best, if not the best, in the NFL."

For the record, Jones wanted to finish the game.

"It was very tough," Jones said of watching from the sideline. "Last year, I missed the majority of the season with a broken foot. And that came back into my mind when I wasn't able to go back out there with my teammates and fight with them at the end of the game. I'll be OK. I just have to get treatment this week, and we'll go from there."

Given his overall output in Green Bay, I think a majority of fantasy owners would agree with the decision not to push harder; in the meantime, I'll be following up on Jones' status via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. For now, I'll note that expressed hope about getting Jones back this week. "How much practice time [he is] going to get, we don't know that at this point in time. But it's our intention to do everything in our power to have [Jones] ready to go against Pittsburgh."

The Falcons have a short turnaround before hosting the Steelers (8-5) on Sunday at the Georgia Dome. Jones was not on the practice field Wednesday. It's safe to assume I'll have more when Late-Breaking Updates crank up early Thursday morning. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As McClure suggested, it's hard to be too tough on Matt Ryan with the way he played in the second half, but that first-half interception he had on a ball intended for Devin Hester was key factor in the Falcons' slow start.

Ryan would have been better off throwing the ball away. Instead, the forced throw was picked off by Morgan Burnett. Also, the defense gave up too many big plays, none bigger than a 41-yard rush surrendered to James Starks late in the game which pretty much ended any comeback hopes.

Still, his four-touchdown effort was his first game with more than two touchdown passes since Week 4. He had three touchdown passes in three of his first four games.

Returning from an ankle injury that kept him sidelined the week before, Roddy White caught three passes for 42 yards and a touchdown in Monday's loss. He was targeted five times. While he ranked second on the team in targets, White was a distant second to Jones' 17.

White's 1-yard fourth-quarter score was his sixth touchdown this season, third in his past four games.

White ended up playing 63 of 67 offensive snaps and caught three passes for 42 yards with a touchdown.

White was asked exactly how healthy he was for the game, percentage-wise.

"I don't put percentage," White said. "If I line up, if I put on pads, that means I'm 100 percent, and I'm ready to go. ..."

As CBSSports.com notes, running back Jacquizz Rodgers ran three times for 20 yards and caught a 14-yard pass. Douglas caught two of three targets for 11 yards, including a 2-yard touchdown. Rookie running back Devonta Freeman caught two passes for 10 yards, and receiver Eric Weemshad a 5-yard touchdown reception. Fullback Patrick DiMarco had a 9-yard grab.

Steven Jackson also powered in for a 4-yard touchdown in the first quarter. It was his fourth score in the past six games. Jackson finished with 50 yards on 16 carries and caught both his targets for 26 yards. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, T.J. Yates, Sean Renfree 
RB: Steven Jackson, Jacquizz Rodgers, Devonta Freeman 
WR: Julio Jones, Roddy White, Harry Douglas, Devin Hester, Eric Weems, Freddy Martino 
TE: Levine Toilolo, Bear Pascoe 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
According to ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley, head coach John Harbaugh was answering a question about how Joe Flacco jump started a key 97-yard drive with his legs when he stopped and gave his quarterback some unsolicited praise.

"It's funny, Joe plays so well and so steady so consistently we just kind of take it for granted," Harbaugh said following the Ravens' 28-13 win over the Miami Dolphins Sunday. "He's playing at the highest level. He's playing at the highest level you can play at, and this victory down here proves it."

Flacco completed a season-high 75.8 percent of his passes (25 of 33) and threw for 269 yards against the NFL's No. 2 pass defense. He also accounted for three of his team's four touchdowns (two passing and one rushing).

But this has been the type of performance Flacco has delivered recently in his first season in Gary Kubiak's offense. He has recorded a passer rating better than 100 in three straight games for just the third time in his career. The only time he had a streak of four consecutive games with a 100-plus rating was the 2012 playoffs, which ended with Flacco being named Super Bowl MVP.

How impressive has Flacco's latest run of success been? He's the only quarterback in the NFL to post a rating better than 100 in each of the last three weeks.

On Sunday, Flacco beat the Dolphins with his legs as well as his arm. After throwing an interception in the end zone, Flacco started the next drive by taking off from his own end zone and running for 15 yards. That dash came on the first snap of what became a 12-play, 97-yard touchdown drive that ended the first half and closed the Ravens to within 10-7.

"I was surprised initially when I dropped back and they brought the blitz off the right side," Flacco said. "I just wanted to make sure that nobody really came free and just saw a big hole open up and just ran, just took it. It got the drive going and I'm glad to take those when I can."

That was only Flacco's seventh run of 15 yards or longer in his seven-year NFL career. Since entering the league in 2008, Flacco has produced the 22nd-most rushing yards by a quarterback (617).

"I think a lot of people underestimate Joe's speed," wide receiver Kamar Aiken said. "He has a lot more than a lot of these QBs in the league."

A lot of fantasy owners tend to underestimate Flacco in general.

But he's truly been a solid weekly play all season long. ...

In a related note. ... Wide receiver Torrey Smith wasn't targeted for a pass because his right knee injury flared up before the game. Smith was listed as probable after hurting the knee a week ago, but his knee swelled up on him in pre-game warmups after the Ravens had made him active.

"It didn't feel good from the get go. It was more so my pain tolerance," Smith said. "It obviously was hurting when I was running. But when my coaches and my teammates watched, they were like, 'You don't look like you're running slow.' When I'd be full speed, it was fine. But walking around and getting to the point was a problem. Basically, I kind of knew going in that I wasn't going to be able to play the whole game. But being able to go in and spell the guys for a little bit and help them get through the heat."

According to Hensley, Smith is considered day to day with a right knee injury, which means his consecutive games streak could be in jeopardy.

Smith started his 61st straight game in Miami, although he was limited to a season-low 15 snaps. He currently has the third longest active streak on the Ravens. Only punter Sam Koch (141 straight games) and Flacco (109) have played in more consecutive games.

"Torrey doesn't have any torn things in his knee. He's got a sprain," Harbaugh said Monday. "We've just got to monitor that day to day and see if he makes it to the game."

At least one local report has characterized Smith "a long shot" to play.

Smith faces the prospect of missing the first game of his career at a time when he was becoming the Ravens' top receiver. Before Sunday's game, Smith scored seven touchdowns in his last seven games, and he averaged 75 yards receiving over the past four.

Smith was not practicing Wednesday; his status is something I'll be following up via Late-Breaking Update through the week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The running game found the going tough because Justin Forsett was clearly not at full strength after injuring his knee a week ago. The Ravens wore down the Dolphins and gained 107 yards in the fourth quarter. "They brought a physical game. We responded," Forsett said. "I think we started off kind of slow but we were able to get things clicking. We were able to make more plays than them at the end."

But the Ravens' running backs didn't break many tackles Sunday.

Forsett gave the Ravens some breathing room with a 2-yard touchdown in the fourth before breaking a 44-yard run, the longest play of the game.

Rookie Lorenzo Taliaferro, who moved back into the primary backup role, totaled 55 yards (35 rushing, 20 receiving) and Bernard Pierce added runs of 24 and 27 yards in the final five minutes of the game. But Taliaferro has a sprained foot and ankle. According to Baltimore Sun stafferAaron Wilson, the rookie will be day to day this week.

Watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more in coming days. ...

Steve Smith showed quickness with a quick cut to get open for a one-yard touchdown. Aiken recorded career highs with six catches for 65 yards, and he scored his second career touchdown. Marlon Brown converted a third-and-11 by leaping over a defender.

Even tight end Phillip Supernaw, who wasn't in the game program because he was just promoted from the practice squad, caught a 29-yard pass. The only knock on the receivers was Steve Smith dropping a touchdown in the second quarter.

One last note here. ... The Ravens expect tight end Dennis Pitta to make a full recovery from his second hip surgery and play again for the team in 2015, Harbaugh said Monday.

Pitta sustained his second major hip injury in two years when he collapsed to the ground without being hit during a Sept. 21 game in Cleveland. He is currently on injured reserve.

Many presumed, including Harbaugh, that it would be tough for Pitta to come back because it was another hip injury. But Harbaugh has been told that the injury is not a career-ending one.

"They say it has no bearing on the future. It heals 100 percent," Harbaugh said. "Dennis can play again. Dennis has told me that he wants to play again. Of course if he wants to play, he'll get every opportunity to play if the medical people clear him. And I've been told to this point that they see no reason why it wouldn't be clear if everything goes according to plan."

This is good news for both Pitta and the Ravens, who signed the tight end to a five-year, $32 million deal prior to the season that included $16 million guaranteed. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Tyrod Taylor 
RB: Justin Forsett, Lorenzo Taliaferro, Bernard Pierce 
FB: Kyle Juszczyk 
WR: Torrey Smith, Steve Smith, Kamar Aiken, Marlon Brown, Jacoby Jones, Michael Campanaro 
TE: Owen Daniels, Crockett Gillmore, Phillip Supernaw 
PK: Justin Tucker 
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BUFFALO BILLS
As Buffalo News staffer Vic Carlucci put it: "The Bills took a rare opportunity, playing a game that mattered in December, and trashed it with a combination of offensive ineptitude and a general lack of discipline (for which head coach Doug Marrone took full responsibility) that, along with some dubious officiating, resulted in 11 penalties to eight on Denver" in Sunday's 24-17 loss to the Broncos.

Peyton Manning wasn't playing anywhere close to his Hall-of-Fame-bound level (he failed to throw a touchdown for the first time in 52 games and his passer rating of 56.9 was his lowest in six years), nor was he getting a whole lot of help from an injury-hampered supporting cast. With season lows for first downs (15) and total yards (306), the Broncos, now 10-3, were there for the beating.

All the Bills needed to do was be sound and efficient on both sides of the ball. They were neither.

Kyle Orton threw two interceptions, and, despite finishing with 355 passing yards (183 of which came in fourth-quarter garbage time), he did little to move the offense and capitalize on two Manning interceptions and a fumble by tight end Jacob Tamme.

"There were a few" games "early in the year that we let get away from us, but we put ourselves in a position to play for something in December, which we haven't been able to do since I've been here," said fourth-year Bills tight end Lee Smith. "So, of course, we're frustrated. Why wouldn't we be? We work our" tails off "year-round for 16 games. Today was one of those days, and we lost.

"I think it's safe to say that everyone in his locker room" is teed off.

At 7-6, the Bills are not eliminated from the playoff hunt, but their postseason hopes sustained a huge body blow from which it is hard to imagine they will recover. Not with heavyweights such as the Green Bay Packers and the New England Patriots among their three remaining opponents.

The Bills followed pretty much the same script in this loss that they have in earlier ones.

Their defense -- despite failing to get a sack for the first time this season after averaging four per game -- did its share to give them more than a fighting chance throughout.

Their offense -- despite Orton setting a team record with 57 pass attempts and tying one with 38 completions and running for a 1-yard touchdown with 55 seconds left to make the game seem closer than it was -- was basically inept.

"Our defense forced a couple of turnovers, which was huge," said wide receiver Chris Hogan, who caught seven passes for 54 yards and a touchdown. "We just have to capitalize on those things because if we're able to turn those turnovers into six points, it's a completely different ball game."

Throw in some uncharacteristically poor punts by Colton Schmidt and short kickoffs by Jordan Gay that gave the Broncos good field position, and you have the sort of outcome that left Marrone to conclude "all three phases contributed to us not being able to come out on top of that game."

The most damaging of Orton's turnovers came with the Broncos holding a 21-3 lead with just under five minutes left in the third quarter. Facing first and 10 from the Denver 19, he threw a pass, intended for Robert Woods, that Chris Harris Jr. intercepted and returned to the Broncos' 40. Manning proceeded to lead Denver on an eight-play drive that ended with a 50-yard Connor Barth field goal to make it 24-3.

"We can't do that as an offense," Marrone said of the interception.

Said running back Fred Jackson, who led the Bills with 35 yards on eight carries and 10 receptions for 37 yards, "We are well aware we can't beat good teams if we have the types of mistakes we did today. We've got to stop shooting ourselves in the foot and making mistakes like that when we want to beat a good team."

The Bills have another good one in six days when Aaron Rodgers, who is playing better than anyone else at his position, and the Packers visit Ralph Wilson Stadium.

After that, they travel across the country to take on the Oakland Raiders and then finish the season at New England.

The chances of the Bills winning out, seemingly their only chance to make the playoffs, seem remote. The chances that they would also get all of the help they need from other teams to capture a postseason berth also seem farfetched.

Other notes of interest. ... Receiver Mike Williams' season in Buffalo is over, and so might be his short stint with the Bills.

The team took the first step in a bid to part ways with the fifth-year player by placing Williams on the waived-injured list on Monday.

The decision opened the door for any team to claim Williams by Tuesday. If unclaimed, the player would then land on Buffalo's season-ending injured reserve list.

At that point, the Bills could begin negotiating an injury settlement to buy out the four years left on Williams' contract. He is due a guaranteed $5.2 million base salary next season. Another option would be releasing the player before he is due a roster bonus in March.

Williams hurt his left calf in practice Thursday, and did not play in Denver on Sunday. Williams was present in the locker room on Monday but gave no indication that the move was forthcoming. ...

As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak notes, the Bills have relied much more on Jackson over the past two weeks than in the games prior, when he was hampered by a groin injury. The passing game, especially involving screens, was more of the focus Sunday with Jackson. He finished with eight carries while Anthony Dixon and Bryce Brown added three carries apiece.

Dixon felt after the game that the Bills could have run the ball better.

Sammy Watkins had his best game in more than a month, catching seven passes for 127 yards, though he did lose a fumble on his first reception.

Woods had been the go-to receiver lately, but he was targeted only four times on Orton's 57 passes and caught three for 36 yards.

Tight end Scott Chandler set a new career high with eight receptions and they totaled 81 yards. Five of the receptions came in the fourth quarter on Buffalo's two scoring drives. 
And finally. ... The Bills signed wide receiver Deonte Thompson off the Baltimore Ravens' practice squad Monday to their 53-man roster on Monday.

Thompson, 25, was signed by the Ravens in 2012 as an undrafted free agent from Florida. He played in 13 games between 2012 and 2013, catching 15 passes for 147 yards. He also has experience returning kicks. 
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QB: Kyle Orton, EJ Manuel 
RB: Fred Jackson, Anthony Dixon, Bryce Brown, C.J. Spiller 
FB: Frank Summers 
WR: Sammy Watkins, Robert Woods, Chris Hogan, Marquise Goodwin, Marcus Easley, Deonte Thompson 
TE: Scott Chandler, MarQueis Gray, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
Cam Newton suffered fractures to his lower back in a two-car crash Tuesday and spent the night in the hospital.

Newton was in fair condition, had no other internal injuries and would not need surgery, team spokesman Charlie Dayton said during a news conference outside a Charlotte hospital. The team wasn't discussing whether Newton would be able to practice or play Sunday against the Buccaneers, Dayton said.

"Right now we have thought about Cam's well-being and we understand there was someone else in the other car who was injured," Dayton said. "We just hope that they're all OK."

Newton was released from the hospital on Wednesday morning. The Panthers officially ruled him out a short time later..

Newton has a back injury similar to the one suffered earlier this season by Tony Romo. The Cowboys' quarterback, who was injured after taking a knee to his lower back, missed one game before making his return.

Though Anderson played well in his September spot start, the Panthers' dim playoff hopes are effectively nil if Newton misses extended time.

As Rapoport suggested, "There's no replacing Superman in Charlotte."

The two-time Pro Bowler has 2,800 yards passing this season with 16 touchdowns and 11 interceptions. He also has rushed for 425 yards and 3 touchdowns to lead the Panthers to a 4-8-1 record. But Newton threw three touchdown passes in Carolina's 41-10 win over the New Orleans Saints on Sunday, his best game in nearly a month-and-a-half.

He also broke a string of eight straight games with an interception.

The win put the Panthers back in the playoff hunt, one-half game behind the Atlanta Falcons and New Orleans Saints (both 5-8) and Newton earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors for his effort.

His big performance came at a time when Newton's long-term value to the Panthers was being questioned, when the fourth-year player out of Auburn was being criticized for his inconsistent play and questioned about whether he was healthy enough to be effective, he came up with his best performance of the season.

In addition to generating a season-best 114.0 passer rating, he ran 12 times for 83 yards and a touchdown.

He had runs of 21 and 22 yards in the first quarter after having none longer than 15 yards in the first 11 games. According to ESPN Stats & Information, 10 of those carries were designed rushes for 72 yards and a touchdown.

The only time Newton had more designed runs was in an overtime tie against Cincinnati in which he carried 17 times for 107 yards.

Afterward, nobody asked Newton if the ankle that underwent offseason surgery was bothering him as become the norm in recent weeks. He looked fresh.

He made it look easy.

"When you look at my runs, I felt anyone could have run it," Newton said. "I didn't get touched until I got well into the secondary."

There are reasons. The line, finally with the same starting five for two weeks in a row, blocked well. Newton couldn't remember a time when he was hit in the pocket.

In addition, Jonathan Stewart had 155 yards on 20 carries a week after gaining 85 yards on 12 carries in a loss at Minnesota. Because he was effective the Saints couldn't just focus on Newton without getting burned as they were on his impressive 69-yard touchdown.

The play-action also set up Greg Olsen's 16-yard first-half touchdown on third-and-1. The Saints were so focused on the quarterback sneak that they didn't noticed the tight end was all alone in the end zone.

Newton threw that pass off his back foot. He didn't get criticized for it, either.

He didn't have the negative plays that led to struggles in the red zone.

He helped make offensive coordinator Mike Shula, who has been criticized for his play-calling throughout the six-game losing streak, look brilliant.

And while he's no Cam Newton, ESPN.com's David Newton noted this week that Anderson is plenty capable. He completed 24 of 34 pass attempts for 230 yards and two touchdowns in the opener at Tampa. He knows the system and knows the Bucs, who trailed 17-0 until midway through the fourth quarter of that game.

The Panthers need to win out to have a shot at the playoffs. They need their franchise quarterback, who was coming off his best game of what has been his worst season.

But they need Cam Newton more for the long haul, just as they indicated before the opener. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Olsen had a career-high 10 receptions for 72 yards.

Olsen now has 850 receiving yards, which breaks his team record (843 in 2012) for most receiving yards by a tight end.

Receiver Philly Brown sprained his shoulder in Sunday's win and is day to day, Rivera told the team's website. Brown has six catches for 123 yards and two touchdowns over his past three games.

Rivera also said Monday that DeAngelo Williams is "day-to-day" after missing Week 14 with a fractured bone in his hand. Williams was seen at practice leading up to Week 14 wearing a brace on his hand. He was not on the practice field Wednesday.

Rivera also wouldn't declare either Williams or Stewart the starter for Week 15. Assume it will be Stewart until further notice. . 
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QB: Derek Anderson, Joe Webb, Cam Newton 
RB: Jonathan Stewart, Fozzy Whittaker, DeAngelo Williams 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Kelvin Benjamin, Jerricho Cotchery, Brenton Bersin, Philly Brown, DeAndre Presley 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
Without playing a game, the Bears on Sunday became officially eliminated from postseason contention, marking the fourth consecutive season the club failed to advance to the playoffs.

The Detroit Lions made Chicago's fate reality by virtue of a 34-17 triumph over the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Both NFC wild card teams will now have at least nine victories, with the Lions (9-4) and Cowboys (9-4) currently clinging to those spots.

"There is going to be [disappointment]," head coach Marc Trestman said after the team's 41-28 loss to the Cowboys. "But they'll come back and be rejuvenated next week. Certainly we're going to do everything we can to continue to stimulate these guys to come out, and they have to do it on their own. They have to be accountable. They're professionals. We have a game to play now a week from Monday night and, they have to get themselves ready to play. That's number one. That's part of this business."

As ESPN.com's Michael C. Wright notes, the best record the Bears (5-8) can achieve at this point is 8-8 if they win the remainder of their games.

The Bears returned to Halas Hall on Monday to kick off preparation for the first of back-to-back home games, starting with the New Orleans Saints on Dec. 15, followed by a matchup with the Lions on Dec. 21, followed by the Dec. 28 regular-season finale at Minnesota.

"Right now, we can only control what we can control," Trestman said when asked about the negative perception regarding his underachieving team after Thursday's nationally televised loss to the Cowboys. "And we haven't done a good job on our part of being able to play well doing things that we're capable of controlling. Those are the little things during the courses of the games that set you back; in all three phases.

"We haven't done that.

"So when we get another chance on a national stage next week. We've got to be focused, and we can change that perception very quickly, whatever that perception is, by going out there, playing a clean game, playing for four quarters."

Despite being mathematically eliminated from post-season play, Trestman won't be taking a look to see what the club has in backup quarterback Jimmy Clausen.

"Jay [Cutler] is our quarterback," Trestman said. "If he's available to play, he's going to play. Jimmy is continuing to work in the offense, and he practices. We certainly like having him on our football team, but as we get ready for New Orleans next week, Jay will get the reps and he'll be playing."

Signed to a seven-year contract worth $126.7 million back in January, Cutler hasn't given the Bears much return on investment, considering the quarterback currently leads the league in turnovers (21) and entered Thursday's loss to the Dallas Cowboys ranked 30th among 34 qualified signal callers in completion percentage (49.5) on throws deeper than 5 yards down the field.

Cutler passed for 341 yards and two touchdowns to go with a passer rating of 96.4 against the Cowboys, but the bulk of the quarterback's production came in garbage time. The Bears trailed 35-7 to start the fourth quarter, with the Cowboys playing soft coverage to preserve their lead.

"I think we evaluate his performances game by game, and then when the season's over, we evaluate the year," Trestman said. "So I don't go into the statistical aspects of what he did this week or the next week. It's how did he play yesterday, and how will he play next week? Really, that's the only way we look at it from a week to week standpoint, make the corrections, go over what we did well, what we didn't do well, and then move on."

NFL Network insider Ian Rapoport reported on Sunday that the Bears are having a "serious case of buyer's remorse" when it comes to Cutler.

The Bears signed the QB to a seven-year, $126.7 million contract this offseason, including $54 million guaranteed, which was met with skepticism from Windy City fans the day the ink dried.

According to Rapoport, there is serious doubt within the organization that Cutler can lead them where it wants to go -- namely, the Super Bowl. Rapoport added that one big problem for Cutler comes in the run game, in which he too often does not check out of bad plays -- a reason for ground issues in Chicago.

There is a serious "frustration" with the way Cutler has played this season, and, according to Rapoport, the team considered benching him during his dismal showing versus the Tampa Bay Buccaneers three weeks ago. However, the Bears didn't, mainly because Jimmy Clausen is the backup.

If the Bears were able to trade Cutler, they'd save $12.5 million against the salary cap next year. Two problems with that scenario: Who is going to trade for your mistake? And, what's Plan B? Clausen 2015?

Cutler isn't the only reason behind Chicago's struggles this season, but he's the man who will be under the most heat in the next several months. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Trestman says star receiver Brandon Marshall is out of the hospital after suffering two broken ribs and a lung injury last week.

Marshall was hurt in the second quarter last Thursday. He was hit in the right side by the knee of Dallas defensive back Barry Church after making a catch.

The team officially placed him on season-ending injured reserve, ending a string of seven straight 1,000-yard seasons. He has 61 catches for 721 yards.

With Marshall lost for the remainder of the season, the Bears will start second-year wide receiver Marquess Wilson opposite Alshon Jeffery according to Wright.

Wilson caught 82 balls for 1,388 yards and scored 12 touchdowns as a sophomore at Washington State. He quit the team as a junior, alleging "abuse" by coach Mike Leach.

That allowed the Bears to steal a talented, fast 6-4 wideout in the seventh-round of the 2013 draft, and they showed confidence in him this past offseason by letting Earl Bennett walk. A broken collarbone derailed him for much of this season but now Wilson has a monster opportunity as an every-down player in Trestman's offense.

Josh Morgan is expected to slide into the No. 3/slot role.

Martellus Bennett caught a game-high 12 passes for 84 yards and a touchdown against the Cowboys, hauling in double-digit catches for the first time all season. Bennett entered Thursday's game tied for first among tight ends in catches, third in yards and first in yards after catch (399).

Bennett surpassed his career high for receptions for the third consecutive year (77) and with 821 yards and three games remaining, he has a legitimate shot at hitting 1,000 yards for the first time in his career.

As the Sports Xchange notes, 15 rushing attempts doesn't look like it on the surface, but an attempt was made to get the running game going. It was a misguided attempt, as the Bears continue to line up in formations that show they're not serious about running. The 35 total yards was the result of an inability to get it blocked. The offensive line, and Michael Ola in particular at left guard, struggled to get a push or provide Matt Forte any running room.

The line deserves much of the blame this week as opposed to the game against Detroit when there was no attempt to establish the run. Blame here also must go to Forte. A handful of times in recent games he's been left alone off the edge cutting outside with only one defender to beat within a yard or two of the line of scrimmage and he can't beat or run over that safety or linebacker. ...

Robbie Gould missed last Thursday's game with a quad muscle injury to his kicking (right) leg and Jay Feely was signed and booted in his place. Gould called it a painful injury and wasn't certain about his availability against New Orleans. Jay Feely filled in against the Cowboys. Feely's ongoing presence on the roster will provide a pretty good indication of where this is heading in coming days. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Jimmy Clausen 
RB: Matt Forte, Ka'Deem Carey, Senorise Perry 
RB: Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Alshon Jeffery, Marquess Wilson, Josh Morgan, Marc Mariani 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Dante Rosario 
PK: Jay Feely, Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
As ESPN.com's Coley Harvey put it: "Just like that, everything came to a screeching halt for the Cincinnati Bengals.

"The momentum stopped, the streak was snapped."

And it was all because of a simple botched fake handoff on a read-option that resulted in a lost fumble. Eventually three more touchdowns were scored that didn't go on Cincinnati's side of the scoreboard. Adding insult to injury, the turnover came using the exact move the Bengals had employed two quarters prior when their quarterback galloped into wide-open space around the right edge, untouched for an easy 20-yard score.

Take the lone miscue away, and quarterback Andy Dalton actually had a good day.

But on this particular Sunday afternoon, with so much riding on an important AFC North showdown with the Pittsburgh Steelers, good wasn't good enough.

He needed to be perfect.

Crazy how football works, right? Last week, the sickly signal-caller who was operating on three pregame IV bags threw a trio of interceptions -- all before halftime -- yet still was able to play well enough in the second half to lead his team to a 14-13 win on the road for a third-straight victory.

This week, he goes 21-for-29 for 302 yards with two passing touchdowns and a rushing score and he loses ... by 21.

As near-flawless a day as Dalton had, he needed to get at least one more play to go his way. A late turnover on the short side of the field that killed momentum and stopped rhythm.

"You can't have that at that point in the game," Dalton said of the fumble that came with the Bengals leading 21-20 with 13 minutes remaining in the game. "We just needed to put a drive together. We were close, we didn't."

Four plays after the lost fumble, the Steelers scored and got a two-point conversion to take a 28-21 lead that went unanswered through the 42-21 final. It was the second time in as many home games the Bengals lost by 21, a feat that hadn't previously happened since 2002.

So why did the fumble happen? Didn't Dalton and Jeremy Hill know the quarterback was going to keep the football?

It depends which one you ask.

An hour after the game, Dalton repeatedly said Hill thought he was getting handed the ball for a running play. Separately, Hill said it was clear to him that Dalton was trying to take the ball back to keep it to either run with himself, or to pitch to Giovani Bernard. Confusing, right?

Hill sounds more believable.

"I guess my pocket wasn't loose enough for him to keep it," Hill said, showing the narrow space from his simulated handoff. "I assumed he would pull it just from the look before the play even started. They didn't have anyone on the perimeter.

"I knew he was going to keep it."

Regardless whose fault the fumble was, it happened, and served as a good reminder for Dalton that no matter how well he plays individually, he has to strive for more perfect play.

This time of year, there just isn't any other choice.

Meanwhile, a second straight blowout at home has the Bengals tottering atop the AFC North.

The defending division champions find themselves in deep trouble -- but still in first place -- following the loss to Pittsburgh. It's not the record but the way they're playing that's causing concern.

The Bengals (8-4-1) still lead the division by a half-game, but they've got a tough closing stretch and a habit of falling apart in big games. They've lost their last two home games by 21 points apiece against Cleveland and Pittsburgh.

The Steelers (8-5) rolled up 543 yards on Sunday, the third time Cincinnati's defense has allowed 500 yards this season -- a franchise first.

What's next?

The final stretch of the Bengals' season continues next Sunday when they hit the road for a short trip north to Cleveland. It'll be the Bengals' first time playing the Browns since their epic 24-3 Thursday night collapse to them last month. The Bengals lead the series 43-39, but have lost the last two meetings at First Energy Stadium dating back to 2012.

Other notes of interest. ... About midway through the fourth quarter, Dalton was down on the ground surrounded by trainers for several minutes after taking a hard shot to the midsection by Steelers rookie Stephon Tuitt. Dalton returned briefly and said after the game he was fine. His wind was knocked out. At the time of the hit, no Bengals retaliated either verbally or physically. Veteran offensive tackle Andrew Whitworth didn't feel they needed to. Whitworth called it a routine play "where a guy got a good shot on him late." He added, "It happens a lot."

On a more positive note. ... For the second time in three weeks, A.J. Green set a career mark. This time, it was his single-game yards receiving record that was toppled. He had 11 catches for 224 yards and a touchdown. The bulk of Green's yards came on two plays, a 56-yard reception and an 81-yard third-quarter touchdown catch.

His previous career high in yards was 183, set against Washington in Week 3 of the 2012 season. Green's 224 was 36 yards shy of Chad Johnson's franchise-record 260 that came in a game in November 2006.

As was previously mentioned, this isn't the only record Green has set of late. Three weeks ago, he had a career-high 12 receptions in a win at Houston. ...

Meanwhile, Mohamed Sanu was a non-factor for the second game in a row against the Steelers.

Sanu was held to just two catches for 16 yards Sunday. As CBSSports.com notes, it was his second game in a row with two or fewer fantasy points. He was also held out of the end zone for the second game in a row, and has now watched Green go off for 281 yards and two touchdowns in that span.

Sanu has not topped 50 receiving yards in the last five games, and has just one touchdown in that span as well.

Also falling short, the run game was average all day and finished with 86 yards on 21 carries. But Hill (8-46) and Bernard (6-17) were limited by both the Pittsburgh defense and the Bengals' explosive passing game. According to Bengals.com's Geoff Hobson, offensive coordinator Hue Jackson said on Wednesday he'd like to lean to one guy in running game. As Hobson commented: "We'll see. ..."

And finally. ... On Monday, head coach Marvin Lewis said he didn't know if linebacker Vontaze Burfict would play again this season after missing the last six games after having knee surgery that was initially supposed to keep him out for a few weeks.

Lewis and everyone else got the answer on Tuesday, but it probably wasn't the one Bengals fans were hoping to hear. The team announced that they have placed Burfict on injured reserve, ending a season that also saw Burfict battle concussions while playing in just five games.

The Bengals also announced that they have activated quarterback AJ McCarron from the non-football injury list. The 2014 fifth-round pick had a shoulder issue that predated his arrival in Cincinnati and will likely spend the rest of the year as the No. 3 quarterback. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, Jason Campbell, AJ McCarron 
RB: Jeremy Hill, Giovani Bernard, Cedric Peerman, Rex Burkhead 
WR: A.J. Green, Mohamed Sanu, James Wright, Brandon Tate, Dane Sanzenbacher, Greg Little 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Ryan Hewitt, Tyler Eifert 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
Cleveland's struggling offense hit a crisis point in Sunday's crushing 25-24 loss to the Colts -- and Jordan Cameron knows it.

"We gotta watch the tape, but we suck," the tight end said after the game, per NFL Network's Aditi Kinkhabwala.

On an afternoon that saw Mike Pettine's ball-hawking defense pile up four takeaways, score 14 points and hit Colts quarterback Andrew Luck 13 times, it would be easy to point fingers.

Especially after safety Jim Leonhard's second pick of the day gave Cleveland possession at Indy's 23-yard line with 10 minutes to go. A Browns touchdown would have carved out a nine-point lead and made life very tough for the Colts, but quarterback Brian Hoyer misfired on two straight passes as the Browns settled for a field goal and a 24-19 advantage they'd soon lose.

Leonhard begged reporters, per the Cleveland Plain Dealer, not to "split this team into offense and defense, it's not about that."

Still, there's no way around it during a week that will see rookie quarterback Johnny Manziel elevated into the starting role. Hoyer has been a strong leader all season, but his play on Sunday -- a collage of wildly off-kilter throws -- cost Cleveland dearly.

With three games to go and clinging to their postseason dreams, the Browns are long past due for a spark in the form of Manziel.

According to multiple reports, the Browns informed Manziel and Hoyer of their decision to switch to the rookie on Tuesday.

Pettine indicated that he was leaning toward a quarterback change during his news conference Monday, one day after Hoyer struggled in a loss to the Indianapolis Colts.

In keeping with his "best chance to win" philosophy, Pettine stressed that he made the move to Manziel try to keep the Browns' playoff hopes alive.

"We've made the decision to start Johnny this week against the Bengals," the coach said in a release. "This decision is really not about Brian Hoyer or Johnny Manziel; it is about the Cleveland Browns. We are always going to make decisions that we feel are in the best interest of the team."

He went on to praise Hoyer, who's 10-6 in a Browns uniform.

"Brian has done everything that has been asked of him and he has done so as a true professional," Pettine said. "It's never just any one position when a unit is not functioning at the level you'd like. We are trying to get the offense to perform at a higher level.

"Johnny has worked very hard to earn this opportunity and it will be very important for every member of the offense to elevate their play for us to obtain our desired result."

Manziel replaced an ineffective Hoyer against the Buffalo Bills on Nov. 30, and orchestrated an 80-yard touchdown drive, completing three of his first four passes for 54 yards.

Pettine was impressed with that drive but acknowledged that the Bills were playing a prevent defense and that the sequence wasn't a true test of what Manziel might have faced against Indianapolis.

Hoyer has orchestrated just one touchdown drive in his last 29 series, according to ESPN Stats & Information. He played well to start the year and led the Browns to a 7-4 record but has struggled mightily the past five games.

Against the Colts, Hoyer completed 14 of 31 passes for 140 yards and two interceptions.

The Browns selected Manziel, 22, with the 22nd overall pick in this year's draft out of Texas A&M, where he won the Heisman Trophy as a freshman in 2012.

Pettine called Cleveland's passing game in Sunday's loss to the Colts "substandard for a lot of reasons," adding that Hoyer "missed some throws" inside an offensive performance the coach called "wildly inconsistent."

It certainly makes sense for the Browns to see if Manziel can light a fire under the offense.

The rookie did exactly that in his Week 13 appearance against the Bills, showing nimble feet outside the pocket and looking sharp through the air, throwing the ball with more velocity than Hoyer.

Hoyer was the first to acknowledge on Monday "how fast things change" in the NFL. A month ago he was presiding over a 6-3 team sitting alone atop the AFC North. Today the Browns hover on the brink of extinction, with Hoyer's hopes for a long-term deal all but washed away.

Whether or not the Browns truly feel comfortable handing over their season to a rookie is debatable, but Hoyer has given the coaching staff little choice. Now we'll all see what Manziel can do. ...

If the Browns are to keep any of their fainter-than-faint playoff hopes alive, they have to win all three of their remaining games.

Other notes of interest. ... According to Northeast Ohio News-Herald staffer Jeff Schudel, Cameron said he was guilty of running the wrong route on a critical play in the first quarter Dec. 7 that resulted in Colts safety Mike Adams intercepting a pass in the end zone.

The game was Cameron's first after missing five with a concussion. He shared the team lead with four catches, but it was a pass he did not catch that he talked about after the loss.

Hoyer threw the ball into a crowd in the front of the end zone. Tight end Jim Dray was supposed to be there. Cameron wasn't.

"I needed to go underneath the (defender) and I went above him," Cameron said. "It was my fault. It's on me."

Cameron did not use the missed time as an excuse for running the wrong route.

"It just the little things, the details, and I wasn't on it," Cameron. "There's no sugarcoating this. The offense didn't play well enough. I didn't play well enough. We have to watch the tape and get better."

Hoyer said Cameron ran the wrong route, but he said he never should have thrown the ball because he saw Dray, Cameron, a Colts linebacker and Adams crammed into the same phone-booth sized space.

"I have to see it and make sure I don't throw the ball," Hoyer said. "It's one of those things where it's a certain coverage you're thinking 'This guy is going to win.' We have to figure out a way to get on the same page and have him thinking what I'm thinking."

Hoyer has one touchdown pass and has thrown eight interceptions in the last four games.

Meanwhile, after targeting Josh Gordon 16 times in the game against Atlanta Nov. 23 and 13 times in the game against the Bills, Hoyer threw only seven passes in Gordon's direction in the loss to the Colts. Gordon caught two passes for 15 yards and often wasn't even on the field on third down.

"Just the rotation that they (offensive coaches) talked about," Pettine said. "I think we wanted to get Josh's reps down a little bit and kind of balance it out a little more, get Travis (Benjamin) and (Taylor) Gabriel, get their reps back up a little bit."

Gabriel was targeted four times and caught two passes. Benjamin was targeted five times and caught one.

According to ESPN.com, Gordon was not available in the locker room after the game. There were things to discuss -- why the Browns phased him out of the offense on third downs, Hoyer's Hail Mary in the final minute that Gordon almost caught, how he hurt himself on the fall. Gordon cost the Browns a timeout by creating a stoppage in play while appearing to lay in pain by the sideline.

In his last five games, Billy Cundiff missed a 44-yard field goal try against the Bengals, a 38-yard try against the Texans, a 60-yarder against the Falcons indoors, a 37-yarder against the Bill and on Dec. 7 a 40-yard try against the Colts.

"It's obviously concerning," Pettine said. "We get field-goal attempts, we get a chance to put points on the board against a good team and you've got to be able to convert."

Benjamin returned four punts for the Browns for 65 yards. One was 37 yards. Until then the Browns longest punt return in 2014 was 13 yards.

Isaiah Crowell rushed 9 yards for a touchdown giving him eight on the ground this season, giving them 16 on the season. They last scored 16 on the ground in 1987. They scored 20 rushing touchdowns in 1986.

Offensive coordinator Kyle Shanahan likes a balanced offense and he got one -- 31 passes by Hoyer and 29 running plays between Crowell and Terrance West for 108 yards. Each protected the ball, which became a priority after West fumbled last week. 
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QB: Johnny Manziel, Brian Hoyer 
RB: Isaiah Crowell, Terrance West, Glenn Winston, Shaun Draughn 
FB: Ray Agnew 
WR: Josh Gordon, Andrew Hawkins, Taylor Gabriel, Travis Benjamin, Rodney Smith, Marlon Moore 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Jim Dray, Gary Barnidge 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
Tony Romo kept his notes on Philadelphia after Dallas' blowout loss on Thanksgiving with the NFC East lead on the line.

As Associated Press sports writer Schulyer Dixon notes, they will come in handy for the rematch two weeks later with the teams again tied atop the division at 9-4 following the Eagles' loss to Seattle.

The Dallas quarterback said the challenge before last week's 41-28 win over the Bears was not letting his mind drift to the defensive scheme the Eagles used in one of Romo's worst games of the season. Philadelphia won the first meeting 33-10.

"I think that we'll be able to do some things that we wanted to do previously," Romo said of the Eagles, not long after beating Chicago in yet another efficient showing. "A lot of times you just forget and go right on. Well, I didn't want to forget everything because I wanted to utilize it again. That's a long way of saying you've got to compartmentalize and figure it out and move on and come right back to it."

Receiver Dez Bryant admitted in the moments after Philadelphia's easy victory that he couldn't wait to face the Eagles again. Now that the rematch has arrived, the Cowboys have to figure out why NFL rushing leader DeMarco Murray had one of just two games this season without at least 100 yards.

The Cowboys also had trouble stopping the run, with LeSean McCoy getting a season-high 159 yards -- the most Dallas has allowed this year and one of only two 100-yard games for opposing rushers.

"We can look at different things in that game and say we did things the right away and we had some success, we didn't do things the right way and they had some success," said head coach Jason Garrett, who wasn't very interested Monday in revisiting details of the first meeting. "Control what we can control. That game is done with. It's been done with. It ain't coming back."

The biggest difference is that the Cowboys have 10 days to prepare for the rematch after getting about 90 hours between the end of a Sunday night win over the New York Giants and the Thanksgiving afternoon kickoff against the Eagles.

Philadelphia was in the same position the last time, although with a few more hours while having to make the long trip. This time the Eagles get a regular week.

Romo never considered the short week an issue despite that being the first time he had done it on his surgically repaired back. He later acknowledged that he didn't take an injection for pain against the Eagles, and said it was a mistake. On two of his four sacks in the first meeting, Romo quickly went down without trying to escape.

"Getting a full week is a game-changer I feel like," said Romo, who also acknowledged he was overly protective of his back against the Eagles. "I think it will be that way the rest of the year."

After the Chicago game, Romo said he was dealing with a rib issue in addition to a back injury that wasn't related to surgery last December. Garrett said Monday that Romo had rib cartilage damage, not a fracture as the quarterback indicated Thursday.

Either way, another few days off not too far removed from the bye is helping the 34-year-old Romo.

"It's getting toward the end I feel like," Romo said of the injuries. "It'll be nice when it's just about the back improving instead of all the other little junk."

Philadelphia's loss to Seattle was a bit of a mixed blessing for Dallas because if the Cowboys can't win the rematch, their likely path to the playoffs through the wild-card race got more complicated with the Seahawks' win.

The best illustration: Seattle's win meant Dallas would be out if the playoffs started this week.

Garrett isn't worried about that illustration.

"The biggest thing we have to do is focus on ourselves," Garrett said. "We control our destiny as a team. If we focus on doing what we need to do to play our best football, things will all work out fine."

Starting with take two against the Eagles.

Other notes of interest. ... Murray established career highs in carries (32) and catches (nine) against the Bears, continuing a trend of heavy use the entire season but Garrett doesn't see Murray slowing down.

"DeMarco is a guy who has shown he can handle the workload, both as a runner and a receiver," Garrett said. "He wants more. He never wants to come out of the game. At different times, we've done a good job of getting the other guys in there and they've taken advantages of their opportunities and we'll continue to do that, but he's a bell cow player and it doesn't look like he's slowing down at all to me. He feels great. He says he feels great and really looks like he's playing at a very high level."

Murray leads the NFL with 320 carries and 1,606 yards. He has also equaled his career high in catches with 53 for 392 yards.

Garrett said the use had more to do with Chicago's scheme than a specific plan to get Murray the ball that much.

"That used to happen a lot with Emmitt [Smith] back in the day," Garrett said. "When you'd go play the Giants, they play a lot of Cover 2 and Emmitt would carry the ball a lot and they'd be trying to take the outside receivers away and we'd dump the ball down a lot. That was a little bit of the game the other night, whether it was all Cover 2 or not, there was a softness to their coverage where they weren't going to give up a lot of big plays and [Romo] did a good job of checking the ball down.

After limiting Murray's snaps a little by using Joseph Randle and Lance Dunbar more, the backup runners have combined for just five carries in the last three games. Garrett said the coaches monitor the work and will sit a player at their discretion.

The Cowboys reported back to work Tuesday for the first time since the Bears' win. Garrett believes the break will help Murray and the entire team.

"No special advice," Garrett said. "Just get away from it a little bit, get yourself refreshed, recharged and get ready to get back to work. ..."

Romo completed 81 percent of his passes in the win against the Bears. In the first half he was off on easy targets to Jason Witten and Bryant and missed on just one pass in the second half, a throwaway when he was under pressure.

The plan was to get rid of the ball quickly.

"Their pass rush is pretty good," Romo said. "I think that's the underrated aspect of their football team. It may not look like it, but they make you get rid of the ball sooner. Now we completed passes and got rid of the ball but if you're trying to fit it through seams as they're getting depth and because you're trying to beat the pass rush it can create problems. So you just have to be smart and patient with the ball."

According to ESPN Stats & Information, 21 of Romo's 26 attempts traveled 10 yards or fewer down the field. His 6.2 air yards per attempt were his fewest of the season.

Romo completed all nine of his passes to Murray and all three of his attempts to Cole Beasley.

When the Bears tried to pressure Romo with the blitz, he completed 9 of 10 passes for 114 yards and a touchdown. Entering the game he completed 65.7 percent of his passes against the blitz, which was sixth-best in the NFL.

On third down, Romo completed 8 of 9 passes for 77 yards with two touchdowns.

Still, as ESPN.com's Todd Archer noted, the plan in Chicago was clearly to be the more physical team.

Murray played 57 snaps, his highest total since the loss to Washington in October, because this was a game the Cowboys had to win.

Tight ends James Hanna and Gavin Escobar each played more than 20 snaps for only the second time this season as play caller Scott Linehan used more formations with three tight ends than usual. Linehan also aligned Escobar in the slot several times against Chicago.

Beasley scored two touchdowns and would tell you that he should have had three, even as he played a season-low 10 snaps.

Dwayne Harris, the Cowboys' best run-blocking receiver, had more playing time (13 snaps) than Beasley for the first time this season.

Fullback Tyler Clutts had his third-highest snap total (12) of the season. Linehan's approach worked because Dallas rushed for 194 yards, the third time this season they've gained more than 190 yards, and controlled the game. Romo threw fewer than 30 passes for the sixth consecutive game. ...

Bryant had six receptions for 82 yards against the Bears. Bryant's 82 yards gave him 1,034 on the season. This is Bryant's third overall 1,000-yard season to tie for third in franchise history.

For what it's worth, the NFL is investigating why Romo has not been on the Dallas Cowboys' injury report with a rib injury the quarterback claimed he has played with for nearly two months.

Romo said the Bears game that he was playing with a broken rib. Garrett said the team sent medical documentation to the NFL to help clarify the extent of the injury Romo suffered earlier in the season and why it had not been listed on the team's injury report.

After last Thursday's win, Romo said he has played part of the season with a broken rib, but Garrett confirmed Monday that Romo did not suffer a fracture and instead had a cartilage issue.

According to the league, the matter is still under review, but Garrett said, "It seems like a non-issue."

"There never was a fracture with his ribs," Garrett said. "He's been dealing with that cartilage thing again for probably a number of years."

In 2008, Romo suffered a cartilage injury against the Eagles. In 2011, he played through a broken rib and punctured lung suffered in Week 2 against the San Francisco 49ers.

"It's just cartilage," Romo said Monday on 105.3 The Fan in Dallas. "You end up having these issues with it really for your career. When you have stuff that happened when you were younger, they just kind of pop up from time to time. As you get older, you just deal with those things." 
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QB: Tony Romo, Brandon Weeden, Dustin Vaughan 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Joseph Randle, Lance Dunbar 
FB: Tyler Clutts 
WR: Dez Bryant, Terrance Williams, Cole Beasley, Dwayne Harris, Devin Street 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
The downshifting of Denver's high-octane offense doesn't mean the Broncos won't "put our foot on the gas and throw it 50 times," insists head coach John Fox.

So, the San Diego Chargers had better buckle up and get ready this week for either a gouging ground game or a return to the aerial fireworks.

"At the end of the day it's all about 'Ws,"' said running back C.J. Anderson, whose legs are getting much more of a workout lately than Peyton Manning's right arm.

The buzz surrounding the Broncos (10-3) a month ago was that they were throwing the ball too much. Now the teeter-totter has gone the other way, and there's concern that their run-heavy offense has gotten Manning out of rhythm.

The hurry-up has become the huddle-up, and more often than not, the five-time MVP is turning around and handing the ball off rather than chucking it down the field.

Over the last three weeks, Manning has handed off 102 times and thrown it 89 times, completing 59 of those.

In Denver's 24-17 win over Buffalo on Sunday, Manning didn't throw any touchdown passes for the first time in his 49 games as a Bronco. He had two interceptions and his passer rating of 56.9 was his lowest since Nov. 30, 2008, at Cincinnati, when it was a paltry 46.8.

Concerned Broncos fans and flustered fantasy football owners are debating whether this shift is a concession to age -- Manning is 38 -- or a fundamental change in Denver's drive to return to the Super Bowl.

Fox gave an emphatic answer Monday.

"Let me just say that I can't think of another quarterback that I'd rather have than Peyton Manning," Fox said. "We remind everybody that whether it's two weeks, three weeks, at the end of the day we're not done with our body of work yet. We're just trying to win games. We've been blessed to win three in a row.

"We'll lean on whatever we have to lean on. We're just trying to be efficient at both," Fox said. "Unless something else is created, you're either running it or you're throwing it. I think we're going to do what's necessary to win football games. It just so happens over the last few weeks we've leaned a little more on one side. But as long as it's effective, that's what helps you win games."

So, Fox said, there's nothing wrong with Manning or the passing game -- save for the Thomases hobbled by sore ankles.

Julius Thomas has missed almost a month and Demaryius Thomas caught just two passes for 11 yards Sunday, his lowest output since he had 10 yards against Detroit in 2011 when Tim Tebow was his quarterback.

"Our passing game is fine," Fox said. "You never know, we might put our foot on the gas and throw it 50 times. I can't really predict what's going to happen because a lot of it's based on what our opponent does in matchups. There (also) have been injuries that have had something to do with it."

Those affect the Broncos' blueprints, he said.

"So, there's nothing wrong with our passing game. We've just run it a little bit more over the last few weeks -- just like there was nothing wrong with our run game when people were blowing fuses on that," Fox said. "We just happened to be throwing it more. So, our goal is to be efficient at both."

Manning admitted getting away from the pass-heavy offense has been "a little bit of an adjustment," and it's had a big impact on his production.

Sunday marked just the 10th time in his 276 career starts that Manning threw 20 or fewer passes, and almost all the others were games in which he made only a cameo appearance or gave way to his backup for mop-up duty.

Only one other time has he played the entire game and thrown fewer passes: he had 17 throws, including three touchdowns, in a 35-3 win over Tennessee on Dec. 4, 2005.

Meanwhile, having a touchdown pass streak snapped is no big deal, especially in victory.

But did it have to end so close to the record?

Manning had thrown a touchdown pass in 51 consecutive games entering Sunday. The NFL record is 54, set by Drew Brees. Tom Brady had a 52-game touchdown pass streak.

"I've broken a lot of records, and set a lot of records -- I've been playing for a long time and played well at times -- it's never been something that I've been about," Manning said. "I don't think it was important to set another record. It was important to get another win, and C.J. did a good job down there in the red zone."

Other notes of interest. ... As the Denver Post asked: "All that drama, and for what?"

The Broncos had to turn in their inactive list at 12:35 p.m. Sunday. At 12:23 p.m., tight end Julius Thomas was on the field talking to offensive coordinator Adam Gase and tight ends coach Clancy Barone.

Thomas ran one post pattern -- and did so pretty well. It was decided that he would dress for the game against the Bills.

But after all that deadline stress, Thomas never came close to playing. He watched the game on the sideline. He didn't even bother to wear his helmet.

"He got a week better," said Fox. "He's healing. He was close. We went with having him active but not (with the) intention of playing him. If we needed him, he could have played."

Thomas, who caught 12 touchdown passes in his first nine games, has missed the past three with a sprained left ankle suffered early in the Broncos' game at St. Louis on Nov. 16. He told reporters on Monday that he expects to return this week. ...

As noted above, Demaryius Thomas, who suffered an ankle injury in practice this past Wednesday when he was stepped on by a teammate, was very quiet.

"I know D.T. was hurting out there and he was playing through it," Anderson said.

For the record, Julius was on the practice field Wedneday; Demaryius was not.

The Thomases were two of several Broncos who came into Sunday's game hurting a bit or who suffered injury in the win.

Anderson injured his left ankle in the win and briefly left the lineup. He played with the ankle heavily taped over his shoe in the second half and had 10 of his 21 carries after halftime.

Anderson told reporters Tuesday the injury is nothing to worry about.

"I'm fine," Anderson said. "I feel good and I'll be ready Sunday."

Meanwhile, Ronnie Hillman has missed four consecutive games with a mid-foot sprain suffered early in the Nov. 9 win over the Raiders. He spent last week working out with a team strength coach during practice. Montee Ball missed a third consecutive game after aggravating a groin strain against the Rams on Nov. 16. He has missed eight of the last nine weeks. He also spent last week working out with a team strength-and-conditioning coach during practice.

Rookie receiver Cody Latimer is in the NFL's post-concussion protocol after suffering a concussion in practice last week and did not play Sunday.

We'll see where all the walking wounded stand in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Meanwhile, Connor Barth remained perfect on field goals with Denver, converting from 50 yards in his lone attempt. Barth is 6-of-6 on field-goal attempts.

Brandon McManus returned to the Broncos' roster and produced touchbacks on four of five kickoffs. 
[image: image18]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image19]
QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler 
RB: C.J. Anderson, Juwan Thompson, Jeremy Stewart, Ronnie Hillman, Montee Ball 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Wes Welker, Andre Caldwell, Cody Latimer 
TE: Julius Thomas, Jacob Tamme, Virgil Green 
PK: Connor Barth, Brandon McManus 
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DETROIT LIONS
After Detroit beat Chicago a week ago, head coach Jim Caldwell continually called a performance like what Matthew Stafford accomplished -- over 75 percent passing, over 300 yards -- rare.

Then, against Tampa Bay, Stafford went out and did it again.

"The thing I said is, it's pretty rare to see it back-to-back, consistently," Caldwell said. "It's a difficult task.

"I do think there's no question about it, he did a nice job taking what they gave him, spread it around, got it to a number of different receivers. He played a very good game and he's hitting his stride, I think."

As ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein notes, it's a stride the Lions have waited about six seasons for -- and a lot of it has to do with the return of Calvin Johnson.

Johnson now has back-to-back 150-yard games for the Lions. The rapport he has always had with Stafford returned, as Stafford completed 8 of 9 passes to Johnson for 158 yards against Tampa Bay. The catch percentage -- 88.9 percent -- is the second-best catch percentage of Johnson's career when he's had at least four targets in a game.

The deeper ball has also returned to both of their games, as Stafford averaged 17.6 yards per attempt to Johnson. Every other Lions receiver? He averaged 6.1 yards per attempt to them. And Johnson accounted for over half of Stafford's 311 yards Sunday (158 to Johnson, 153 to everybody else).

Stafford's 76.5 completion percentage Sunday (26 of 34 for 311 yards) was the fourth-best of his career, just passing last week's 75.6 percent. His passer rating of 133.3 is the second-best of his career, behind his last December win prior to Sunday -- on Dec. 24, 2011 against San Diego (137.6).

"He's humming," Johnson said. "We're having good practices. All of those things lead up to good performances in the game, so we just have to keep those things up."

Detroit's next two opponents -- Minnesota and Chicago -- are both under .500. The Vikings have allowed three of their past four opponents to complete more than 60 percent of their passes, so it could end up continuing.

That said, the Lions' rushing attack is showing signs of life.

Again on Sunday, Joique Bell showed exactly why he has been Detroit's best rusher over the past month and, realistically, the entire season.

Bell averaged four yards per carry or better -- Caldwell's long-standing metric for gauging a good rushing performance -- for the fourth time in five games. He gained more than 20 yards on a single run for the third time in four games.

And he has finally solidified himself as the team's primary running back three-quarters of the way through the season. It didn't hurt, either, that the Lions had a fully-healthy offensive line with the returns of left tackle Riley Reiff and right guard Larry Warford.

"Getting our guys back [Sunday] helped out a lot and just the way Joique's been doing things," offensive guard Rob Sims said. "Reggie [Bush], he helps when he comes out there as well. I think that's part of it, sticking with the run.

"Early in the game, we weren't running the ball very well at all and [offensive coordinator] Joe [Lombardi] kind of just stuck with it and at the end of the day we ended up hitting a long one and getting some decent yardage."

The Lions did look like the rough rushing team they've been for most of the season in the first half, when they gained just 1.4 yards a carry as a team and Bell was at 1.3 yards per rush. But the Lions had the lead. And a lead in the second half means more chances to run.

That also means more chances to break off a big run, making a run game look stronger.

It happened late in the game, when Bell had a 57-yard run -- his longest since 2012 -- to help his numbers and the Detroit run game look better and feel better. Bell finished with 83 yards on 18 carries.

"This is the thing about the running game that people don't understand is the fact that it happens just like you saw it," Caldwell said. "That there's a big run in there somewhere that gets your numbers up, or maybe there's two 20-yard chunks in there in every game.

That's exactly how it happened for the Lions, too. Considering where Detroit's run game was earlier this season, it is an improvement.

Other notes of interest. ... Tight end Joseph Fauria caught his first touchdown of the season in the third quarter, a 10-yard catch. But he made the play on an injured left ankle after aggravating an ailment that cost him six games this year. It will now cost him the rest of the season.

Fauria was placed on season-ending IR Wednesday and the team re-signed veteran free agent Kellen Davis to fill the open spot.

Tight end Brandon Pettigrew didn't play in the first quarter, and he and Caldwell confirmed after the game he was punished for an undisclosed violation of team rules.

"It was punishment for something that I did," Pettigrew said. "It was a quarter, and it's over with and it's back to business."

Fauria was announced as the starter in Pettigrew's place, but Eric Ebron made the start.

Pressed for details, Caldwell declined to elaborate what led to Pettigrew's benching.

"Coach's decision," he said. "I'm not going to tell you the rule. It's just a team rule violation."

Even after the first quarter, Pettigrew played sparingly and didn't have any targets.

"It was punishment for something that I did," Pettigrew said. "It was a quarter of play that I cost the team. It's over with. ..."

Theo Riddick didn't play a snap Sunday. Caldwell said there wasn't room in the game plan for Riddick with Bush healthy even though he's been more effective as a receiver than Bush.

"Theo does a lot of things that Reggie does," Caldwell said Monday. "When Reggie's out, Theo kind of takes on a number of the same roles, so when Reggie's back, there's only one spot for one guy.

"There's only so many spots for guys to occupy, so you've got to do what you have to do to get the guys in and work them and try to spread it around as much as we can. But we can't use everybody."

In the five games Bush missed this year, Riddick averaged 53.4 receiving yards. Bush's season high is 49 receiving yards in Week 1. On Riddick's 27 receptions, he's averaging 10.1 yards and has scored three touchdowns. Bush is averaging 5.9 yards on his 30 catches with no scores.

For the record, Bush (ankle) did not practice Wednesday in what is likely a day of rest (though I'll follow up to verify that; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more). 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Dan Orlovsky, Kellen Moore 
RB: Joique Bell, Reggie Bush, Theo Riddick, George Winn 
FB: Jed Collins 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Golden Tate, Jeremy Ross, Corey Fuller, Ryan Broyles 
TE: Eric Ebron, Brandon Pettigrew, Kellen Davis 
PK: Matt Prater 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
As ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky framed it: "So now we know what happens when a team tries to defend the Green Bay Packers with both safeties deep and barely any blitzes. ..."

That was the Falcons' method on Monday night at Lambeau Field, and Aaron Rodgers, like he has done against virtually all defensive approaches this season, picked that apart, too.

For much of the Packers' 43-37 victory, Rodgers used an array of checkdowns to his running backs and underneath throws to his tight ends and receivers.

It was no coincidence that running backs Eddie Lacy (five catches for 33 yards), James Starks (two catches for 26 yards) and John Kuhn (one catch for 6 yards) were heavily involved in the passing game. And so was tight end Andrew Quarless, who caught three passes for 52 yards.

"We talked about before the game, and [QBs coach] Alex [Van Pelt] reminded me just to go through the progressions, but look to get it to the checkdowns," said Rodgers, who completed 24-of-36 passes for 327 yards with three touchdowns and no interceptions. "I don't know how many catches Eddie finished with and James and John but if you add all those up, I would expect it to be near 10, which is probably more than we've had in a game all season.

"That was just the way they were playing."

Rodgers almost never faced the blitz. According to ESPN Stats & Information, he was 23-of-31 for 317 yards and three touchdowns when the Falcons rushed four or fewer defenders. On the rare times when they blitzed, Rodgers was just 1-for-5 for 10 yards.

And then there was the damage that Lacy and Starks did in their usual domain, the running game. Together, they rushed for 148 yards. Individually, Lacy had 13 carries for 73 yards before a hip injury prevented him from finishing the game, and Starks carried 10 times for 75 yards. Both scored on touchdown runs, and Lacy added a touchdown catch.

As a team, the Packers rushed for a season-high 179 yards.

"We're definitely doing good as far as running and passing the ball, depending on how the defense plays us," Lacy said. "It's something we're going to have to continue to do and continue to get better on throughout the rest of the season."

As he almost always does, Rodgers still managed to take a shot -- and connect on it -- down the field to Nelson. On a play-action shot play in the fourth quarter, Rodgers hit Jordy Nelson for a 60-yard touchdown. It was Nelson's seventh touchdown catch of 40-plus yards this season, which tied a team record.

"It was executed perfectly, I think," said Nelson, who caught eight passes for 146 yards and two touchdowns. "Aaron put up a great ball on it I think. We got the perfect coverage that we wanted. We were able to connect and make a big play. It's fun to make those. It's something we've connected on quite a bit, and it's always good to get them."

Meanwhile, the litany of numbers associated with the Packers' offense is impressive.

According to ESPN Stats & Information, Rodgers now has 27,520 passing yards through 100 career starts. That broke Tony Romo's record for most passing yards in a quarterback's first 100 starts.

Rodgers is now 68-32 in his career, the same record Brett Favre had in the first 100 starts of his career.

Rodgers also scrambled for two first downs, including a key one late in the game to give him 16 such first downs this season. The only quarterback with more is Russell Wilson (19).

The Packers scored on all five of their first-half possessions, netting four touchdowns and a field goal. They are the first team to score at least 23 points by halftime of six straight home games. They've outscored opponents 182-30 in those games.

The Packers became the first team to lead by 20 or more points at the half in five different home games in a single season since the 1973 Dolphins.

Lacy joined Nelson and Randall Cobb as Packers with at least 10 touchdowns this season.

This is the first time in Packers history they've had three different players score at least 10 touchdowns in the same season.

It was also Lacy's 14th rushing touchdown in a goal-to-go situation since the start of last season, third most in the NFL behind Marshawn Lynch and Jamaal Charles.

Nelson had another huge game with eight catches for 146 yards and two touchdowns.

Rodgers was 5-of-6 for 126 yards and a touchdown when targeting Nelson with a play-action pass.

Nelson has a touchdown in all seven home games this season, the longest active streak in the NFL and the longest since 2011, when Nelson caught a touchdown in eight straight home games.

The Elias Sports Bureau notes that Nelson's 60-yard touchdown reception gave him an NFL single-season record seven receptions of 40 yards or more at home.

Nelson's 13 receptions of 50 yards or longer over the past four seasons is four more than the player with the next most (Victor Cruz with nine).

He also had the onside-kick recovery with just more than two minutes remaining that helped ensure the win. ...

In other words. ... You might want to keep any Packers in your lineup until you have damn good reason to yank them. ...

As mentioned above, Lacy sustained a hip bruise late in the game that prevented him from finishing.

According to Demovsky, Lacy said he thought he would be OK despite the short turnaround to Sunday's game at Buffalo, but he couldn't go at the end against the Falcons.

"I mean I tried, but no," said Lacy.

Indeed, team doctor Pat McKenzie thought was serious enough to keep him out even though Lacy wanted to return to action. The concern level about Lacy's hip on Monday night didn't extend to McCarthy when he met with the media on Tuesday, however.

"I don't have high concern based off the information talking with Doc McKenzie last night," McCarthy said, via ESPN.com. "Coming off a Monday night game, tomorrow will be a lot like a Tuesday. We'll see how these guys go through their examinations."

As Profootballtalk.com noted, even before Lacy bruised his hip, the Packers had been giving Starks more work than in recent weeks. Even light concern about Lacy's hip could keep Starks in the mix again this week and the Packers offense is likely to keep rolling with either man lining up behind Rodgers. ...

It's safe to say I'll be following Lacy's progress closely in coming days, although the fact he was on the practice field Wednesday was a good sign; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

A few final notes of interest. ... The Packers have won five in a row and nine of 10 overall. They are 7-0 this season, one of four teams with an unbeaten record at home (along with the Patriots, Broncos and Cardinals).

This gives the Packers their sixth 10-win season in nine seasons under head coach Mike McCarthy. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Matt Flynn, Scott Tolzien 
RB: Eddie Lacy, James Starks, DuJuan Harris 
FB: John Kuhn 
WR: Jordy Nelson, Randall Cobb, Davante Adams, Jarrett Boykin, Jeff Janis 
TE: Richard Rodgers, Andrew Quarless, Brandon Bostick, Justin Perillo 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli notes, heading into Sunday's game, the Texans needed help and a win in Jacksonville in order to have a chance at the playoffs.

The latter, they accomplished. The former, they didn't get.

That doesn't change how they're viewing their remaining three games. Hope and pride are now driving the Texans into the end of their schedule.

"We are in a must-win situation now," Texans defensive end J.J. Watt said. "We have strung two together and we need to continue to do it."

With their win Sunday, the Colts (9-4) have a two-game lead over the Texans (7-6) who are in second place in the AFC South. As for the wild-card race, there are currently three teams with eight wins that do not lead their divisions. Hope remains, but it grows dimmer each week.

That hope was brighter early in the Texans' game, when a video board flashed that the Colts were trailing the Browns by two touchdowns. At the time, the Texans were trying to pull away from the Jaguars, and doing so seemed as if it would be critically important in the division race. Even as the Colts closed that gap in their game, the Texans' sense of urgency didn't wane.

After a lackluster offensive first half that saw the Texans go into halftime down by three points, a 17-play drive put the Texans up by four. The game's defining moment came on the Texans' next drive.

The Texans are always eager to look to their next game, but this week that's especially true. If the Texans win out and the Colts lose out, as big of an "if" as that might be, the division is still there. The Texans face the Colts, Ravens and Jaguars while the Colts face the Texans, Cowboys and Titans. It starts all over next week, though.

And if circumstances out of their control shut the door on their playoff chances, next week's game at Indianapolis means something anyway.

"We've never won there before," Arian Foster said. "That's one of my goals before I leave this place, to win in Indy, man. Time to step it up."

It should be noted that Foster has achieved plenty. This season even.

Foster, who needed 91 yards to reach the milestone, surpassed 1,000 in the third quarter at Jacksonville. The All-Pro running back rushed for 127 yards on 24 carries.

"A lot of us are jealous of him because of how easy he makes it look sometimes, but he's a heck of a player and this is the time of year when we really need him, head coach Bill O'Brien said. "He's been in there the last two weeks and that's a good thing for our team."

Foster also reached 6,000 yards in his career on his longest play of the year, a first-quarter carry for a gain of 51 yards. He becomes just the second undrafted player in NFL history to rush for more than 6,000 yards.

"It's awesome," Foster said after the game. "Priest was one of my mentors when I first got into the league. We talked a lot and to even be mentioned in the same sentence as him is obviously a big compliment."

Foster, who has been inactive for three games this season, also added his seventh 100-yard rushing game of the season. The Texans lead the league with 37 100-yard rushing performances since 2010. Foster has contributed 32 of those 37 games.

"It's a good feeling but like I always say, especially at running back, this is just the ultimate team sport," Foster said. "It's an 11-man game that's very prevalent at running back. It's years of my teammates playing well with me."

Foster added a one-yard touchdown run to start the fourth quarter, his eighth of the season.

Other notes of interest. ... Receiver Andre Johnson left the Jacksonville game with a concussion. He was hit by linebacker Telvin Smith so hard in a helmet-to-helmet collision that Johnson's helmet came off.

Johnson has to go through the concussion protocol this week, which means there's a good chance he won't play at Indianapolis.

Keshawn Martin, a third-year receiver, replaced Johnson. Damaris Johnson is the slot receiver. They'll have to step up. If Johnson is out, DeVier Posey will be active for the first time this season.

Garrett Graham missed the Jacksonville game with an ankle injury. Rookie C.J. Fiedorowicz replaced him and got a 5-yard penalty on the first play.

Ryan Griffin, the backup who caught his first touchdown pass in the previous game against Jacksonville, had a 25-yard catch against the Jaguars.

We'll have more on Graham and Johnson in coming days via Late-Breaking Update. ...

In a related note. ... After a spectacular game last week, Fitzpatrick came back down to earth against a better defensive team. Fitzpatrick didn't go deep nearly as often and had only 13 completions for 135 yards. It didn't help that he lost Johnson, but Johnson had four catches for 17 yards while in the game.

Fitzpatrick's poor showing resulted in a letdown performance for DeAndre Hopkins following a 238-yard, two-touchdown performance Week 13. Hopkins did lead Houston in receiving Sunday, but he had just four catches for 49 yards.

Alfred Blue scored his first rushing touchdown. He's the first Texans rookie to score on a run, reception and a return. ...

And finally. ... The season is over for Texans rookie outside linebacker Jadeveon Clowney. But the bad news keeps coming for the 2014 No. 1 overall pick.

According to ESPN's Adam Schefter, Clowney had microfracture surgery on his injured knee on Monday, and he's expected to need nine months to recover.

In the short term, Clowney's availability for the start of the 2015 regular season becomes a primary concern. A nine-month timetable would keep him out until August.

Longer term, the focus turns to how Clowney plays post-surgery. As Profootballtalk.com's Mike Wilkening notes, Lions tailback Reggie Bush and Saints wideout Marques Colston are among those who have had the microfracture procedure and managed to have long, productive careers. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Tom Savage, Thad Lewis 
RB: Arian Foster, Alfred Blue, Jonathan Grimes 
FB: Jay Prosch 
WR: DeAndre Hopkins, Keshawn Martin, Damaris Johnson, DeVier Posey, Andre Johnson 
TE: C.J. Fiedorowicz, Ryan Griffin, Garrett Graham 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
According to ESPN.com's Mike Wells, the adjective used to describe Andrew Luck was the same no matter what direction you turned inside the visiting locker room at FirstEnergy Stadium.

Unfazed.

Wells conceded that countless other words could be used to describe the Indianapolis Colts' franchise quarterback, but unfazed suited Luck best when you take into account that he played his worst football of the season for more than three quarters against the Cleveland Browns.

He threw interceptions. He fumbled just outside his own end zone, which Cleveland recovered for a touchdown. Throws were wobbly and too high at times.

But when it mattered most, when the Colts were minutes away from having their lead in the AFC South shrink to a game, Luck focused on the 90 yards they needed to go in order to get the come-from-behind victory against the Browns.

And just like he did six other times in the first 44 regular-season games of his career, Luck marched the Colts down the field and led them back from a double-digit deficit in their 25-24 win.

"He has the shortest memory I have ever seen," tight end Dwayne Allen said. "Even after the pick 6, he gave himself a little self-pity talk, 'Come on Andrew' walking off the field. By the time he got to the sideline, he was like 'Let's go, we're going to win this game.'"

Luck's fourth-quarter heroics are something many are accustomed to, as he has 12 game-winning drives, but this game had a different feel to it, the kind that didn't suggest a Colts win.

Luck didn't feel that way, though. He entered the huddle confident despite the Colts being down five with 90 yards to go and 3:46 remaining.

"He had that fire in his eyes," running back Daniel Herron said. "He said, 'Be patient, it's our time. Let's go down and score a touchdown.' He's always so calm."

You didn't have the feeling that the Colts would pull it off when Barkevious Mingo opened the drive by blowing by Herron to sack Luck.

Then Luck's teammates helped him out.

Rookie receiver Donte Moncrief covered for his quarterback on a throw that looked to be out of his reach when he extended his arms to haul in the pass, got up off the ground after not being touched and gained a few more yards on a 27-yard reception on 3rd-and-7.

After spending most of the afternoon running mainly 10-yard routes, offensive coordinator Pep Hamilton called a play for Allen to go deep. Allen caught cornerback Buster Skrine flat-footed and got a step on him. Luck noticed that and threw deep. Skrine couldn't do anything but grab Allen on the play, resulting in a 35-yard pass interference call.

"The DB was a lot faster, a lot quicker than me, but really wasn't expecting me to go deep, he was expecting me to cut in," Allen said. "I had him in great position, saw the ball, went up for it. That's when he panicked and decided to pull on me."

Indianapolis got down to Cleveland's 3-yard line, where they faced 4th-and-1. Were they going to gamble on a suspect running game, or let Luck throw the ball?

It was Herron who kept the Colts' hopes alive. In what he called the "hardest two yards" that he's gained at any level, Herron spun off guard Jack Mewhort in a second effort to get the first down.

"Absolutely that was the best two yards I've ever run for," Herron said. "Are you kidding me? That was huge. It was ugly up front, but knew I had to make something happen. There was a crease right there and I dove for the first down."

Luck's fourth career touchdown pass in the final minute of regulation or overtime didn't come on a designed play call. The play was supposed to be a "rub," or more commonly called a pick, between Hilton and Reggie Wayne. It turned out to be a busted play. Hilton, going back to his days of playing football as a kid in Florida, improvised and broke to the outside for the game-winning touchdown reception with just 36 seconds remaining.

"Just freelancing, playground-type ball and got open so Andrew was able to throw it to me," Hilton said. "We've been down that road so many times, it's easy for us. We never get complacent where we're at."

Other notes of interest. ... Head coach Chuck Pagano has an explanation for Wayne's declining numbers: A torn triceps.

Pagano told reporters Monday that Wayne injured his left arm during a victory over Cincinnati on Oct. 19.

Since then, the team has listed Wayne on the injury report with an elbow injury. But Pagano didn't discuss the triceps until Sunday's postgame radio show.

While Wayne has missed only one game, he hasn't been himself. Despite being targeted eight times Sunday, Wayne caught only one pass for 5 yards -- ending his NFL record streak of consecutive games with three or more catches to 82.

Wayne is having issues fully extending his arm when trying to catch a pass.

He has tied Peyton Manning's franchise records for the most games played (208) and most wins (141), and he could break those marks if the Colts beat Houston on Sunday. ...

Hilton continued his Pro Bowl season with 10 catches for 150 yards and two touchdowns.

Meanwhile, Moncrief was on the field for 50 snaps in this one while Hakeem Nicks played just 18 against Cleveland.

As Rotoworld.com framed it: "We can officially call the fight here -- Moncrief has won the No. 3 wideout job. However, it's discouraging that the freakishly talented rookie saw just four targets on a day Luck threw 53 passes."

True enough. Moncrief has now been targeted four times in each of the last three games. While Wayne's deteriorating health could work in the rookie's favor over the next few weeks, he's still a bit of a boom/bust player. ...

Luck was the Colts' leading rusher with 37 yards on five carries, including a 13-yard run for a first down. Trent Richardson added 40 yards in seven carries while Herron chipped in with 26 yards on eight rushing attempts. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck 
RB: Trent Richardson, Dan Herron, Zurlon Tipton 
FB: Mario Harvey 
WR: T.Y. Hilton, Reggie Wayne, Donte Moncrief, Hakeem Nicks, Josh Cribbs 
TE: Dwayne Allen, Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
According to Associated Press sports writer Mark Long, the Jaguars haven't been the same since losing middle linebacker Paul Posluszny.

The Jaguars (2-11) have given up an average of 159 yards rushing and 4.77 yards a carry since placing their defensive leader on injured reserve in October with a torn pectoral muscle.

They were gouged on the ground in a 27-13 loss to Houston on Sunday, allowing Arian Foster to carry 24 times for 127 yards and a touchdown. The Texans finished with 42 carries for 173 yards, averaging 4.1 yards an attempt.

"You don't like to give up that many yards rushing," head coach Gus Bradley said Monday. "Some of it is scheme-based, what are we willing to give to make sure we take care of other things? ... When you run the ball 42 times, there's going to be a couple of explosives in there."

J.T. Thomas moved inside to replace Posluszny, and Bradley said he played well. But Jacksonville's best linebacker combination was with Posluszny in the middle, Thomas outside and rookie Telvin Smith coming in on passing downs.

"We've been a lot better in certain aspects of the run game, but we've given up some big numbers on certain plays," Thomas said. "That has been our weak spot. We need to do what we have to do to cut down on those long runs, turn some of those 40-, 50-, 60-yard runs into 10- or 20-yard runs, try to help ourselves out a little bit more.

"I think everyone is doing everything in their power to make sure we get better in that aspect of the run game."

Indeed, the Jaguars have given up too many long runs.

Foster had a 51-yard gain in the first half Sunday that led to a field goal. Dallas' Joseph Randle (40 yarder) Cincinnati's Jeremy Hill (60 yarder) and Miami's Lamar Miller (30 yarder) also gashed Jacksonville for big gains on the ground in recent weeks.

No one knows for sure if Posluszny would make a difference, but the numbers show the Jaguars better against the run with him on the field.

In the seven games Posluszny played, the Jaguars allowed 110 yards a game on the ground and 3.77 yards a carry. He tore a pectoral muscle against Cleveland on Oct. 19 and had season-ending surgery.

The Jaguars hope to be better against the run Sunday at Baltimore, which ranks fifth in the league with 135.7 yards rushing a game. And running back Justin Forsett, who spent last season with Jacksonville, surely will have extra motivation given the Jaguars released him after one injury-filled season.

Thomas said teams are running more on Jacksonville because of the team's pass defense. The Jaguars rank third in the league with 39 sacks, a bright spot for a unit that ranks 27th in the NFL in yards and 28th in rushing.

Meanwhile, as Florida Times-Union staffer Ryan O'Halloran notes, the Jaguars have enough trouble stringing together solid games when they play turnover- and penalty-free.

But especially when they commit key penalties, it becomes nearly impossible to be competitive.

According to ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco, the Jaguars have been inconsistent on the field but consistent in the locker room in terms of attitude.

Despite entering Sunday's game 2-10, the locker room had maintained a positive atmosphere -- until the loss to the Texans. Though it wasn't significantly worse, it was enough for players to notice. "I think you can see the morale is down in here and that's hard for this team," running back Toby Gerhart said. "Morale's hardly ever down."

Other notes of interest. ... A lot of focus on the defensive side of the ball above, right? There's a reason for that: The offense hasn't done much worth noting in recent weeks.

Blake Bortles completed 20 of 39 for 205 yards and a touchdown, but he also threw an interception and had a quarterback rating of only 64.6. It didn't help that his receivers dropped several passes, including one by Cecil Shorts when he was wide open for a big game on a slant route. Bortles also had trouble throwing downfield.

As CBSSports.com notes, Shorts is playing for a new contract this season but he hasn't done much to convince the Jaguars that they should try and work out a deal before the season ends. He has had two impact games (10 catches for 103 yards against Tennessee and five catches for 119 yards against Dallas), but both came in losses and he hasn't been able to make a difference otherwise.

After struggling with a hamstring issue early in the season, he has been healthy and has played in eight consecutive games so that hasn't been as much of a concern. But his lack of impact is. He's a four-year veteran but is being outperformed by rookies Allen Hurns and Marqise Lee.

Denard Robinson only had 30 yards in 10 carries. Relegated to a backup role during the season's second half, Gerhart has been most noticeable recently because he has covered punts and kickoffs.

But against the Texans, Gerhart flashed on offense. He carried five times for 19 yards and caught two passes for 16 yards, mostly on third down.

"It's what I did in Minnesota," he said of his role. "I'm really comfortable with it."

Gerhart converted two third-and-longs -- he rushed for 9 yards on a third-and-8 that led to an eventual field goal. And later in the second quarter, he caught a 13-yard screen pass on third-and-9. Both plays led to field goals.

"I'm trying to keep us on the field and move the chains," Gerhart said.

Of the third-and-long rush, he said: "They played safe. The way they were walking around, it looked like it would be a good play and sure enough, we creased them right down the middle."

Now he might get a chance to do more.

Just as I hit deadline, the Jaguars announced that Robinson will miss the rest of the season with a mid-foot sprain. I will have more details on this when Late-Breaking Updates commence, but adjust your lineups accordingly. ...

Josh Scobee hit field goals of 33 and 37 points, to become the first player in franchise history to reach 1,000 career points.

Scobee now has 1,002 points for his career and is one of only nine active NFL players to reach 1,000 points.

Hurns and tight end Clay Harbor were injured during the game but returned to play; I'll follow up as needed via Late-Breaking Update. 
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QB: Blake Bortles, Chad Henne 
RB: Toby Gerhart, Storm Johnson, Jordan Todman 
FB: Will Ta'ufo'ou 
WR: Cecil Shorts, Allen Hurns, Marqise Lee, Ace Sanders 
TE: Marcedes Lewis, Clay Harbor, Mickey Shuler 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
Jamaal Charles thought the same thing many Kansas City Chiefs fans no doubt did when he had his left leg wrenched during a pile of humanity in the first quarter of Sunday's 17-14 loss to the Arizona Cardinals.

"It was scary at first," Charles said. "I thought I tore my knee up.

"I just got twisted up. Everything got twisted up."

Those were sobering words coming from Charles, who knows what a ruined knee feels like. He tore his ACL during the 2011 season.

But this time Charles had a mere sprained ankle and he was able to return and finish the game. Charles didn't get a heavy amount of use, with 10 carries and a pair of pass receptions.

But he rushed for 91 yards and scored both of the Chiefs' touchdowns, one on a 63-yard run and the other on an 18-yard catch from quarterback Alex Smith.

Charles' day appeared it would end shortly after it started. He at one point left the playing field for the locker room but returned in the second quarter.

"Sometimes you can feel something where you can't go any more," said Charles, who left an early-season game against Denver with a foot injury and missed the next week's game in Miami as well.

"Sometimes you feel something like, 'OK, maybe it's just a thing, maybe a mind thing and maybe it'll hurt for a little while and maybe you can come back.' I had to see what it was. It was one of those things."

B.J. Kissel of the Chiefs official website reports that head coach Andy Reid said his running back was dealing with knee and ankle issues as well.

"He's a bit tender today," Reid said on Monday when asked about Charles.

Charles did not practice Wednesday. I'll be following up in coming days; those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

The Chiefs lost their third straight game and fell to 7-6. They're still alive for a wild-card playoff berth but probably need to win their final three regular-season games to reach the playoffs.

Smith started off hot. He completed 12 of 13 passes in the first half with the only incompletion being a drop by tight end Travis Kelce.

Smith cooled off considerably in the second half and threw a bad red-zone interception in the third quarter, which Arizona turned into the go-ahead touchdown. Justin Houston entered the game with an NFL-leading 14 sacks and added two to his total. Jason Avant gave the Chiefs their longest pass play of the season when he hauled in a 41-yard throw in the third quarter.

The Chiefs play against the Oakland Raiders on Sunday at Arrowhead Stadium. The Raiders had been 0-10 until beating the Chiefs 24-20 on Nov. 20 in Oakland.

Other notes of interest. ... In a continued effort to find some help at the wide receiver position, rookie free agent Albert Wilson was in the starting lineup Sunday against Arizona, opening opposite Dwayne Bowe.

The 5-9, 200-pound Wilson was a record-setting player at Georgia State University, where he was part of the school's first football teams. His size and lack of speed kept him off the draft boards in the spring, but the Chiefs liked the way he played the game and his lateral quickness.

He had 48 offensive snaps against the Cardinals, more than the previous 11 games combined. Wilson was targeted eight times, catching four passes for 53 yards. That backed up Reid's decision to start him ahead of veteran Donnie Avery.

"I just thought Donnie needed to step back; he's just coming off that injury (sports hernia) and I thought he needed a little more time," Reid said. "Albert has been playing well and he did a nice job ... I thought he had a pretty good game."

Through the first dozen games, the Chiefs have worked at keeping Smith in the pocket rather than scrambling every time he felt pressure. But an increasing number of sacks had Reid and his offensive staff moving Smith in the pocket, with over a half-dozen rollouts with him looking to throw on the run against Arizona.

Overall, it didn't provide much help, as Smith was sacked five times by the Cardinals and hit on eight other passing plays. He did take off on the run four times, picking up 26 yards, including a 21-yard gain on a third-and-14 play that moved the chains.

"We tried to make an attempt of doing that (moving the pocket)," Reid said. "Some of his best plays are outside the pocket so you feel comfortable doing that. We have to do a little better job at times with the protection. Obviously we had too many sacks."

By the way. ... It's now been a full year since a Kansas City wide receiver has pulled in a touchdown pass. ...

Meanwhile, ESPN.com's Adam Teicher notes that whether it's because Anthony Fasano is still bothered by a sore knee or the Chiefs have changed their thoughts about how to utilize their tight ends, Kelce was their primary player at the position. He was in for 53 of the Chiefs' 65 snaps, compared to 32 for Fasano.

For the record, Fasano was not scheduled to practice Wednesday. ...

And finally. ... Doctors have diagnosed safety Eric Berry with Hodgkin lymphoma after thorough testing. The team first announced Berry's potential diagnosis two weeks ago, and further tests have confirmed it.

"This is a diagnosis that is very treatable and potentially curable with standard chemotherapy approaches," Christopher R. Flowers, MD said. "The goal of Mr. Berry's treatment is to cure his lymphoma and we are beginning that treatment now."

Berry has received a lot of support from his team and the NFL community. The Arizona Cardinals wore shirts in support of Berry before facing the Chiefs on Sunday. Chiefs teammate Justin Houston lifted his jersey after a sack to reveal Berry's number. The Chiefs, meanwhile, are selling t-shirts to benefit the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society.

"My family and I are very grateful for the amount of support we have received over the last couple of weeks," Berry said in a statement. "I can't tell you enough how much I appreciate all the words of encouragement, the blessings and well wishes.

"I want to thank the Emory University School of Medicine, along with Dr. Flowers and his team, for all of their hard work and effort in diagnosing and creating a plan for me to battle this thing. I will embrace this process and attack it the same way I do everything else in life. God has more than prepared me for it. For everyone sharing similar struggles, I'm praying for you and keep fighting!" 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Aaron Murray 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Knile Davis, De'Anthony Thomas, Charcandrick West 
RB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, Albert Wilson, Donnie Avery, Jason Avant, Junior Hemingway, Frankie Hammond 
TE: Travis Kelce, Anthony Fasano, Richard Gordon 
PK: Cairo Santos 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
With the strain of a costly loss showing, Dolphins coaches said they have a good relationship with their players, even the one who yelled at Joe Philbin on the sideline during the defeat.

Defensive tackle Jared Odrick "kind of snapped" when he angrily confronted Philbin in the closing minutes of the Dolphins' loss to the Baltimore Ravens, defensive coordinator Kevin Coyle said Monday. But Coyle said the outburst didn't signal an underlying problem between Odrick and the coaching staff.

"I think it's a good relationship, as it is with every guy on this team," Coyle said. "I feel very strongly about that. I think that's one of the strengths of this program."

Offensive coordinator Bill Lazor agreed.

"It's a reflection on Joe Philbin, the kind of professional atmosphere we have," Lazor said. "I'm very comfortable with how our players are on game day, even when they get excited, whether it be because they want the ball more or whatever reason. We've got players here that I feel can talk to me, and that I can speak with. It's a very professional atmosphere."

As Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine suggested, camaraderie will be tested in the wake of Sunday's 28-13 loss to Baltimore, which could keep the Dolphins (7-6) out of the playoffs for the sixth consecutive year. Any finish short of the postseason would leave Philbin's job in jeopardy after three seasons as Miami's head coach.

The Dolphins went into last weekend with an edge in the race for the final AFC wild-card berth, but now they might be left out even if they win their final three games. Ravens coach John Harbaugh predicted such a sweep.

"This is a very good football team that we played," Harbaugh said. "This team will probably win out."

Philbin will like the sound of that, and he acknowledged there's no more margin for error, beginning Sunday at AFC East leader New England.

But Philbin expects his team to bounce back from the latest loss.

"I have a lot of faith and confidence in these guys," he said. "We've got a huge challenge this week going up to New England. I told them in the locker room, we're going to find out a lot this week."

Injuries are taking a toll, with safety Louis Delmas joining the list when he suffered a season-ending knee injury Sunday. The Ravens feasted on replacements, including R.J. Stanford at cornerback and Dallas Thomas at right tackle.

The defense has allowed 661 yards rushing over the past three games while twice blowing double-digit leads. The offense has scored one touchdown each of the past two weeks, and with pass protection shaky, Ryan Tannehill has stopped trying to throw downfield.

But Philbin said he's confident his players still have faith in the coaching staff and game plan because of "the way they conduct themselves every single day, the way they've gone out and competed every single week. I absolutely believe that."

Still, ESPN.com's James Walker reported the mood in the locker room was as sullen as it has been all season Sunday's loss.

This week Miami will travel to face the AFC East-leading New England Patriots. Another loss would drop the Dolphins to .500.

"We knew what it was," Wallace said of the importance of Sunday's loss. "We had it in our hands again, controlling our own destiny. Now we have to leave it up to other people and try to win out."

The Ravens exposed many of the Dolphins' flaws. Baltimore, first and foremost, won the battle at the line of scrimmage on both sides of the ball.

Tannehill had little time to throw and was sacked a season-high six times. According to ESPN Stats & Information, he was sacked or under duress in 12 of his 33 dropbacks (36.3 percent). That helped Baltimore hold the Dolphins to just three points in the final three quarters.

Miami is being dominated physically at the most crucial point of the season. That is not how you win big games in December.

As Walker summed up: "The Dolphins have talent, but they lack the extra gear it takes to get over the hump late in the season."

Other notes of interest. ... Tannehill (23-for-33, 227 yards, one touchdown, no interceptions) failed to lead a touchdown drive in the final three quarters against Baltimore. Tannehill also overthrew Mike Wallace, who was open in the end zone, early in the fourth quarter.

Despite being largely ineffective for a good portion of the game Tannehill ended with a 98.9 passer rating and is now 14th in the NFL with a career-best 92.6 passer rating.

Jarvis Landry (63 receptions, 573 yards, 5 TDs) extended his team lead in receptions over WR Mike Wallace (57 receptions, 700 yards, 7 TDs). Landry has had at least five receptions in the last six games.

Tight end Charles Clay, who has been battling knee and hamstring problems, had two receptions for 18 yards against Baltimore. He was only targeted three times, which indicates he's still not totally healthy.

Lamar Miller (12 carries, 53 yards) only had four carries for six yards in the second half of the 28-13 loss to Baltimore. That was the entirety of Miami's second-half rushing. They attempted 19 passes in the second half. ...

One last note here. ... The Dolphins placed safety Louis Delmas (torn ACL) on injured reserve and promoted linebacker Jake Knott from the practice squad, according to the South Florida Sun Sentinel. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore 
RB: Lamar Miller, Daniel Thomas, Damien Williams 
WR: Mike Wallace, Jarvis Landry, Brian Hartline, Brandon Gibson, Rishard Matthews 
TE: Charles Clay, Dion Sims, Gator Hoskins 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
Charles Johnson joined the Minnesota Vikings two weeks into this season, two days after the release of Jerome Simpson because of continuing off-the-field troubles.

As Associated Press sports writer Dave Campbell pointed out, signing a player off Cleveland's practice squad in mid-September is not the type of transaction that causes a stir. This was simply a move by the Vikings to give a young wide receiver a try, with an opening at that position following Simpson's release.

Little did anyone around the league realize then that the Vikings had actually acquired their primary pass-catcher.

"I'd never heard of him. I'd never seen him before," teammate Jarius Wright said. "But I've played receiver for a long time, so you know good receivers when you see them. We knew he definitely had a talent and that he could help us out."

Johnson was a seventh-round draft pick by Green Bay last year who finished his college career at NCAA Division II power Grand Valley State in Michigan.

In two seasons for the Lakers, Johnson had 128 receptions, 2,229 yards and 31 touchdowns in 22 games. At GVSU's pro day workout for NFL scouts, Johnson ran a couple of 40-yard dashes under 4.4 seconds. With a 6-2, 215-pound frame, he had the physical potential.

There's that whole small-school thing, though. Was the success he had more because of the level of competition?

"I know some small-school guys are great, just like myself," Johnson said, adding: "I just go out there and play my game. They'll see how it is. Once they line up and they have to guard me, they'll see how I can play."

Not here. Johnson has been targeted 30 times over the past four games by Teddy Bridgewater for a team-high 26.5 percent. Johnson has 15 catches for 283 yards and two touchdowns and was inches from another score on Sunday against the New York Jets when he fumbled at the goal line andJerome Felton recovered for the touchdown.

That gaffe was quickly forgiven.

"He made some plays the first week or two and then I was like, 'This guy might be able to play,"' said Felton, who hadn't heard of Johnson, either, when he signed. Felton added: "It's always cool to see a guy come in that comes in from nothing and gets an opportunity and takes advantage of it."

Johnson has overtaken Cordarrelle Patterson, one of the team's first-round draft picks last year, at the split end or "X" position.

"He's a great route runner. He's a guy who's very patient. He's a guy who's going to continue to work hard. We've seen nothing but flashes from him ever since he's arrived here," Bridgewater said.

Johnson was put on the practice squad by the Packers last season until the Browns picked him up. He was diagnosed with a torn anterior cruciate ligament in his left knee when he arrived, however, a training camp injury he'd been defiantly playing through.

Johnson came back with the Browns this year, and then the Vikings called. Offensive coordinator Norv Turner and quarterbacks coach Scott Turner were with him in Cleveland last season.

So while Johnson joining the Vikings was not by chance, choosing Grand Valley State was. After starting at Eastern Kentucky and transferring to a Southern California junior college following a suspension, Johnson took a year off to be near his ailing father.

When he was ready to resume his career, he learned he'd have an additional season of eligibility at a non-Division I school. So he googled the nation's top Division II teams and discovered Grand Valley State.

These days, Johnson is the one the search engines are turning up.

"I'm still young and I'm still new to this game of NFL football," he said. "I'm just going to keep getting better each and every week."

Meanwhile, Bridgewater has more wins than any of his 2014 position classmates combined and showed some of his promise by checking into a bubble screen that sealed Sunday's overtime win over the Jets.

In the face of Rex Ryan's zero blitz, Bridgewater called an 84-yard game-winning pass that sliced perfectly through the defense, giving him his fifth win under center.

Perhaps it was a bit of hyperbole, but after the game, head coach Mike Zimmer sounded ready to hand the keys to Bridgewater for good.

"I think when Teddy decides to be the leader of the football team, because right now he's still feeling his way a little bit and his personality is just do what you do and do what you have to do," Zimmer said. "This franchise is Teddy's. I know that was a good headline for you."

According to NFL.com's Marc Sessler, Zimmer was right; saying that Bridgewater can lead the Vikings when he wants to makes for a great headline, especially when it seems like he's closer than ever to actually taking the reins.

A Ryan defense is a difficult puzzle for any quarterback to solve, and Bridgewater finished the game with a completion percentage in the 70s, a positive touchdown-to-interception ratio and more than 300 yards passing. Over the past two weeks, he is 34 of 48 for 447 yards, four touchdowns and one interception. That's good for a passer rating of 119.

Now, he has games at Detroit and Miami coming next. A continuation would establish Bridgewater as the franchise quarterback without Zimmer needing to say it.

Other notes of interest. ... A week after he got just three offensive snaps against the Panthers, Patterson had what might have been his most frustrating day of the season.

He got a handoff in the first half, but didn't play another offensive snap in the game's first two quarters, and fumbled the opening kickoff of the second half, setting up a Jets field goal that pulled New York within three. Patterson bobbled his next kickoff, too, and might have a hard time getting many snaps as a receiver in the Vikings' final three games with Johnson emerging as Bridgewater's favorite target.

Zimmer said he doesn't lack confidence in Patterson, though, adding the two talked about the receiver's role this week.

The team was able to maintain balance with 28 runs and 27 passes against the Jets. But there remains no explosion from the running backs. Jarius Wright, the receiver, had a 23-yard run on an end around. Other than that, the longest run was nine yards on the only carry by backup running backJoe Banyard. Starter Matt Asiata averaged 2.8 yards on 19 carries.

Jerick McKinnon, the rookie third-round draft pick who was having a promising first season once he became the starter, was placed on injured reserve late last week. He had missed the past two games because of a lower back injury.

In a semi-related note. ... With only three games remaining and an arbitrator's decision pending, Adrian Peterson remains steadfast about playing for the Vikings again in 2014, Brian Murphy of the St. Paul Pioneer Press reports. This according to the NFL Players Association.

"He's told us he wants to play this season," union executive George Atallah said Tuesday.

Peterson, on paid leave since Sept. 17, is awaiting a ruling from arbitrator Harold Henderson, who heard testimony last week on the star running back's appeal of a season-ending NFL suspension. He is expected to rule this week.

Stay tuned. 
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QB: Teddy Bridgewater, Christian Ponder 
RB: Matt Asiata, Ben Tate, Joe Banyard, Adrian Peterson 
RB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Charles Johnson, Greg Jennings, Jarius Wright, Cordarrelle Patterson, Adam Thielen 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, Chase Ford, Rhett Ellison 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
As Associated Press sports writer Howard Ulman noted, winning in front of thousands of friendly fans is routine for the Patriots -- even when they're playing 3,000 miles from home.

The support of the crowd behind the New England sideline and the team's stingy defense helped the Patriots remain in command of the AFC with a win in San Diego.

"There was a sea of Patriots fans behind our bench. I don't think I've ever quite seen that before," head coach Bill Belichick said Monday. "We had all those fans right behind us. They were loud and vocal."

They cheered as New England beat the Chargers on Sunday night, 23-14, one week after a 26-21 loss in Green Bay.

Belichick gave his players the day off Monday to go with their usual day off on Tuesday because of "what we've been through from a schedule standpoint," he said, "where the team is physically, what we have coming up, the nature of the preparations for the next opponent."

Two of their remaining three games are at home, where they're 6-0 this season and 44-3 in their last 47 regular-season games.

The Patriots (10-3) had gotten used to their West Coast surroundings after flying straight to San Diego after the loss to the Packers that snapped a seven-game winning streak.

"This whole week, guys were hanging out with each other, and that's what you need, team unity," cornerback Darrelle Revis said, "especially coming off that loss to Green Bay."

The victory maintained the Patriots' chances of gaining home-field advantage throughout the AFC playoffs.

Heading down the home stretch of an at times harrowing and other times dominant 2014 season, the Patriots (10-3) approach a trio of very winnable AFC East games to close out the schedule.

They're tied with Denver for the best record in the conference but hold the tiebreaker with their 43-21 win over the Broncos in Foxboro.

Denver has road games at San Diego and Cincinnati then finishes at home against Oakland.

New England's remaining games are against AFC East opponents, at home against Miami, at the New York Jets and back home against Buffalo.

Since 2010, the Patriots have lost consecutive games just twice.

The Patriots have improved greatly since their 33-20 loss at Miami in the opener in which the defense allowed three touchdowns. In the last four games -- against playoff contenders Indianapolis, Detroit, Green Bay and San Diego -- the defense has allowed a total of five touchdowns.

With second-year linebacker Jamie Collins taking over signal-calling duties from injured Dont'a Hightower, the Patriots allowed just 216 yards and held the Chargers to four conversions on 13 third-down plays. Against Green Bay, the defense was much worse. The Packers gained 478 yards and were 10-for-17 on third downs.

Three in-season pickups, linebackers Akeem Ayers and Jonathan Casillas and defensive tackle Alan Branch, played well.

"All three of those players have definitely helped us, both with their playing time, their performance and I'd say the rapid pace at which they've picked things up," Belichick said.

Defensive tackle Sealver Siliga, playing his first game after being activated from the injured reserve list with a designation to return, also contributed.

"Those four guys, collectively, getting them all on the field (Sunday) night was a big boost for us," Belichick said. "Those guys have really come in and done not only what we needed them to do, but probably more."

Top pass rusher Chandler Jones has missed the past six games with a hip injury and linebacker Jerod Mayo went on injured reserve after the sixth game.

Jones and Hightower were on the sideline cheering on their teammates.

In the stands behind them, fans in Patriots jerseys joined in the support.

"The Patriots travel well," cornerback Brandon Browner said. "That was awesome. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Things certainly didn't come easy for Tom Brady and the passing attack Sunday night in San Diego.

The Chargers came in with the NFL's No. 7 pass defense and utilized a combination of pressure and coverage to keep Brady from finding rhythm. But when all was said and done, Brady completed 28 of 44 passes for 317 yards, two touchdowns and one ugly interception. He tallied a 90.8 passer rating.

He was sacked just once but hit five times and hurried many others as left tackle Nate Solder struggled with both Melvin Ingram and Dwight Freeney.

Rob Gronkowski was the only receiver consistently making plays; he caught eight passes for 87 yards and a touchdown. Julian Edelman also had eight catches and a touchdown, finishing with 141 yards in large part due to his catch-and-run 69-yard score in the fourth quarter that helped put the game away for the visitors.

Brady's 64th career 300-yard passing game moved him into third place in NFL history, as he passed Dan Marino.

The rushing attack was once again a bit player in San Diego.

LeGarrette Blount had seven carries for 39 yards on New England's opening 89-yard drive to a field goal. But he finished with just 66 yards on 20 carries, with 23 yards coming on a single fourth-quarter run. New England's offensive line got pushed around a bit by the Chargers' front, evidenced by the 3.1-yard average.

Worth noting: With his 20 carries in San Diego, Blount has 42 carries over the last three weeks to Jonas Gray's three. ...

One last item here. ... Brady drew some criticism a week ago when CBS cameras caught him repeatedly using emphatic foul language on the sideline in the final minutes of the loss in Green Bay. NBC showed Brady using the naughty words again Sunday night in San Diego. Brady responded to the criticism in his weekly Monday morning appearance on Sports Radio WEEI in Boston.

"I wish I did have a better mouth out there at times, but there's nothing that quite expresses the way I feel like that word," Brady said of his F-bombs. "Blame CBS and NBC for putting it on TV. Don't blame me."

He also said it's not the type of language that he uses anywhere other than on the field.

"We're not choir boys, I know that," Brady said. "You bring us up to a certain level of intensity to the game, your job is to go out there and physically, emotionally, mentally dominate the game. You don't do that at church on Sunday. You've got to go to the football field for that."

Speaking of not being choir boys. ... Blount has been ordered to perform 50 hours of community service as a result of his August marijuana arrest.

According to the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, the charge will be dropped if he completes the 50 hours by February 4. This now clears the way for the NFL to hand down punishment if they so desire. However, any sanction would likely wait until the 2015 season.

By the way. ... Blount was not at practice Wednesday due to the court hearing in western Pennsylvania. He should be back at practice Thursday. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Jimmy Garoppolo 
RB: Shane Vereen, LeGarrette Blount, Jonas Gray, Brandon Bolden, James Develin, James White 
WR: Brandon LaFell, Julian Edelman, Danny Amendola, Bryan Tims, Matthew Slater, Aaron Dobson 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Tim Wright, Michael Hoomanawanui 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
Head coach Sean Payton has put his players on notice.

Some could be looking for jobs sooner than later.

"I don't rule out any changes with regard to who we're asking to do what we're asking them to do," Payton said Monday after reviewing video of Sunday's 41-10 loss to Carolina.

"Guys understand, hey, this is serious. It's their profession. It's our profession. It's going to be our job and the leaders of this team to lead. This is exactly when you find out who your guys are," Payton added. "If it's not happening. ... Then we're going to look at other options."

Thanks to the overall struggles of all four teams in the NFC South, the Saints have had an unusually large margin for error this season. But with only three games left, that margin is thinning.

Despite falling to 5-8, the Saints returned to work Monday eliminated from NFC wild card contention but very much alive in the NFC South race, tied with first-place Atlanta.

Yet Payton seemed to be judging his team's postseason chances more by what he's seen on the field than in the standings when he said, "The only reason we're sitting here still with that small sliver of hope is just because the way the division has unfolded this year."

As Associated Press sports writer Brett Martel notes, the Saints, who return to action next Monday night in Chicago, have lost four of five games, with two of those losses by three or more scores. Sunday's beating was the season's worst, not only on the scoreboard but also in the context of who the opponent was and what was at stake.

New Orleans entered the game tied for first in the division, preparing to play at home against a Carolina squad that had not only lost six straight, including a 28-10 loss to New Orleans on Oct. 30.

Odds makers had forecast a 10-point Saints victory.

Payton wasn't bothered much by the physical effort his players put forth, saying he "didn't see a ton of loafs."

Rather, his film review revealed myriad mental mistakes.

"Man, I saw alignment problems. I saw execution problems. I saw guys not aligned with leverage the way they're supposed to be. I saw poor tackling, dropped balls, turnovers, fumbles," Payton said. "Now, if you're on your guy and he makes a play, that's one thing."

But too often, Payton said, that wasn't the case.

Saints right tackle Zach Strief described himself as "angry," adding that too many players seemed unaware of the mental intensity required on game days. He said he was also angry at himself, as a team captain, for not doing more to counter that.

In practice, Strief said, the Saints consistently work hard, but too often show up for games looking too relaxed.

"I know what it looks like when a team is ready," Strief said, adding that he didn't see that Sunday. "I don't think it's guys walking in like, 'I don't care.' ... I think it's not realizing how up you have to be for every game to be successful."

Second-year safety Kenny Vaccaro said he'd read comments by Saints veterans including quarterback Drew Brees about the need for greater maturity and professionalism across the roster. He said young players, himself included, need to take that message to heart and not be offended by it.

"They laid the foundation, those guys that were here before us," Vaccaro said. "I wasn't here when they won the whole thing, and that's the standard. So whatever I've got to do to get to that, I'll do it."

In a surprising development, the Saints are benching Vaccaro, Ian Rapoport of NFL Network reports. He's made plenty of big plays this season and Rapoport notes that he's received "several" game balls. But Vaccaro's overaggressive style has typified a defense that has lacked discipline and given up a ton of long gains.

The move away from Vaccaro comes on a day where Payton met with at least 10 veterans for "review."

Rapoport described the atmosphere as "very tense. ..."

And it might get more so. ... Former Saint Garrett Hartley worked out for the team on Wednesday.

Veteran Shayne Graham missed his second field goal of the season, a 42-yard attempt, in last week's loss to the Panthers. With everybody on a very short leash, Graham's status has to be considered tenuous at best. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Mike Triplett suggested, Sunday was by far the worst performance of the season by Brees and the offense overall. Through three quarters, Brees was 11-of-24 passing for 64 yards, no touchdowns, one interception and a passer rating of 35.4.

All year long Triplett has written that Brees still looks sharp and that his biggest problem has been too many turnovers when he's trying to force things. However, Brees wasn't sharp at all on Sunday, missing on deep and short throws alike. His interception was an underthrown deep ball for Joe Morgan.

It didn't help that Mark Ingram fumbled away Brees' first pass attempt -- or that Jimmy Graham, Benjamin Watson, Marques Colston and Pierre Thomas all appeared to drop passes.

Payton said he considered pulling Brees late in the blowout. Instead, he kept him in with a quick-tempo offense featuring screens and draw plays, etc. And he said he emphasized that Brees had to get the ball out. "I certainly didn't want him getting hit," Payton said.

Despite the lousy showing, Brees still passed another milestone late in the contest.

His 235 passing yards pushed his career total to 55,064 yards making him the fourth quarterback in NFL history to reach that threshold along with Brett Favre, Peyton Manning and Dan Marino.

Colston reached the 9,000-yard mark for his nine-year career when he had 72 yards on five receptions.

Colston, the Saints' all-time leader in receptions, receiving yards and receiving touchdowns, now has 9,043 career receiving yards. He is the 57th player in NFL history to surpass the 9,000-yard plateau.

As for the rushing attack. ... It wasn't terrible, but the Saints simply couldn't afford to run the ball after falling behind 17-0 in the first quarter and 24-3 at halftime. As a result, they attempted just 17 runs and gained 92 yards for a 5.4 average with Ingram leading the way with 43 yards on 10 carries with a long of 16.

Thomas netted 38 yards and a long of 16 on five attempts, but there weren't many opportunities to move the ball on the ground especially in the first half when they snapped the ball only 22 times.

Khiry Robinson was active Sunday after missing six games with a forearm injury, but did not play because the Saints ran the ball only 17 times.

"Unfortunately we didn't get that opportunity where Mark was looking to the sidelines saying, 'I need a break,'" Payton said.

Robert Meachem, who missed four games with an ankle injury, was a healthy inactive against the Panthers.

And finally. ... Morgan has been both a great playmaker and a disappointing troublemaker during his brief NFL career. New Orleans has decided it's seen too much of the latter to justify the former. The Saints have decided to waive Morgan, Ian Rapoport of NFL Network reports.

As Profootballtalk.com notes, in Week 12, Morgan had an amazing first quarter, catching a 62-yard pass and gaining 67 yards on a run. Morgan is the only player in the NFL this season who has both a catch and a run of more than 60 yards. And in his brief career, Morgan has incredible averages of 33.6 yards a catch and 34.0 yards a run.

Unfortunately, trouble has followed Morgan everywhere. His college career began at Illinois but ended at Walsh University after he couldn't last with the Illini, and he's had repeated problems in New Orleans, including a suspension earlier this season. Now the Saints have had enough.

Morgan will go on waivers, which means he's available to any team that wants to put in a claim. He could be intriguing for some contender that needs some offensive firepower -- and is willing to put up with some off-field headaches. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown 
RB: Mark Ingram, Pierre Thomas, Khiry Robinson, Travaris Cadet 
FB: Erik Lorig 
WR: Marques Colston, Kenny Stills, Nick Toon, Robert Meachem 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Ben Watson, Josh Hill 
PK: Shayne Graham 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
It's been a long time since Tom Coughlin had a chance to enjoy the day after a game -- a real long time.

As Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan noted, Coughlin wasn't able to put his feet on his desk Monday in the wake of a 36-7 win over the Tennessee Titans. There were game tapes to review, meetings with coaches, front office and medical personnel and the little things that go into being a head coach.

What wasn't hanging over his head were questions about the Giants' losing streak. It ended at seven on Sunday.

There were no questions about what he said to the team to boost their moral or even ones about his own future as the Giants' coach with the team (4-9) not making the playoffs for a third straight season.

There was good news, too. Eli Manning seemingly came out of the game healthy.

"Monday's are hectic, probably a more difficult day for a head coach more than a lot of days because your emotions don't go away," Coughlin said.

"The build-up to the game, the game itself, the emotions, win or lose, the emotions are certainly different. The next day when you lose is an extremely difficult day because you have all of these emotions on top of the facts of the day before, and you are striving to make the corrections and pull people together and understand why you didn't win, etc., etc., etc."

The Giants' win was their first since the opening weekend in October.

"When you win, it reinforces what you are doing and it does make for a better day," Coughlin said.

If there was any concern after the game, it was Manning's health. He wasn't sacked in the game and didn't seem to hurt himself. However, the 33-year-old seemed to spend more time than normal in the trainer's room after the game having his shoulder examined.

Coughlin said his belief was that Manning was sore and was icing his shoulder as a precaution. Since the players were off Monday, Manning would not be back in the building until Tuesday.

"He will start out in the weight room and if he needs to stop in the training room, he will do that," Coughlin said. "It is normally just maintenance for him. I am not speaking out of turn, I don't know a lot about anything else. No one seems to be overly concerned."

Turns out it's a little more than just maintenance. Manning was on the team's initial injury report with a back issue. I'll be follow up when Late-Breaking Updates crank up early Thursday. ...

The other positive for the Giants was the play of their young players, particularly the rookies.

First-round draft pick Odell Beckham had 11 catches for 130 yards and a touchdown. Second-round pick Weston Richburg had a solid game at left guard, while third-round pick Jay Bromley was in the rotation in the defensive line.

Fourth-round pick Andre Williams ran for a career-best 131 yards, including a 50-yard TD run, and fifth-round choice Devon Kennard came from his linebacker spot to record his second straight game with two sacks.

"In order to advance this team, these young guys have got to get great experience and they are starting to get it," Coughlin said.

Beckham is leading the way.

As New York Newsday's Ebenezer Samuel noted, on the sixth play of the game, Beckham lined up in the slot, took an end around handoff from Manning and stopped around midfield, uncorking a bomb for Rueben Randle that traveled at least 60 yards in the air.

Never mind that Randle was double-covered, that Beckham overshot his target, and that he joked he should have hit his "second read," because "we had Preston Parker wide open."

The play still drew raves.

"It was a pretty good throw," Manning said. "He threw it about 65 yards pretty effortlessly. It was close to a hit. He makes it look pretty easy."

Beckham spent Sunday making everything look easy, becoming the first Giants rookie with four 100-yard receiving games in one season and the first rookie with six straight games of at least 90 receiving yards.

Offensive coordinator Ben McAdoo worked to involve Beckham in as many ways as possible. After weeks of being used mostly on the outside, the rookie moved all over the field, seeing ample time in the slot and on the outside and often motioning into the backfield.

All of this, and Beckham was making just his ninth start after missing nearly all of training camp.

"He's definitely grown, he's improved, he understands more," said Coughlin. "He was mentally ready to go (from his first game against the Falcons). He knew his assignments and, as you know, we move him all over the place and he's done well with that."

That he's done it without the benefit of much of the preseason or training camp is amazing, as he overcame an early string of hamstring problems.

Beckham had shown his arm to the Giants, who had his passing play in the playbook for several weeks.

"It was a play that we have been practicing for a while," he said. "We executed it and brought it to the game but we were just a little short."

What did he think when the play-call came in?

"I had a grin on my face," he said.

Just like fantasy owners who plucked Beckham off the waiver wire this year have right about now. ...

Other notes of interest. ...

As ESPN.com's Dan Graziano notes, Manning's numbers Sunday were fine -- 26-for-42 for 260 yards, a touchdown and only one interception. But he wasn't asked to do very much. He averaged 6.19 yards per pass attempt, his lowest figure since Week 1, and the Giants' offense stalled out in the red zone consistently enough that Josh Brown had to kick five field goals.

It's also worth pointing out that, while it didn't cost the Giants anything in a game they won easily, Manning's interception came on a terrible decision and throw and was returned for a touchdown. No matter how conservative the Giants' offense gets or how comfortable Manning gets within it, he's always going to have a tendency to make an inexplicably poor decision at a rotten time. Moving forward, the Giants are going to have to continue to find ways to minimize the negative impact of that tendency.

Also, as the Sports Xchange suggests, it's mind-boggling as to why Randle, who had single coverage, only managed to come up with one reception (out of three targets) for nine yards.

Meanwhile, Rashad Jennings was active in spite of his sprained ankle, but he clearly wasn't 100 percent, and Williams carried the load. Williams had 27 touches to Jennings' three, and Jennings said after the game that he and his ankle likely would benefit from the time off, even if he didn't enjoy it.

"It will be good, I know that, but I'm a player. I want to play," Jennings said. "I'm just happy for Andre. I told him this was going to be his breakout game, and it was."

Williams' big day included a 50-yard touchdown run.

The good news for Jennings owners?

Coughlin said on Wednesday the veteran running back should be able to carry more of a full load this week. Jennings is not on the team's initial injury report. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Rashad Jennings, Andre Williams, Chris Ogbonnaya, Orleans Darkwa 
RB: Henry Hynoski 
WR: Odell Beckham, Rueben Randle, Preston Parker, Corey Washington, Kevin Ogletree 
TE: Larry Donnell, Daniel Fells, Adrien Robinson 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
As Associated Press sports writer Dennis Waszak Jr. framed it, "The New York Jets have a good chance of being No. 1 -- in the NFL draft."

At 2-11, they're in the mix with Tennessee, Oakland, Tampa Bay and Jacksonville for the dubious distinction of having the NFL's worst record.

So, with three games left, the race is on. Sunday could play a big part in deciding things with the Jets playing the Titans in Tennessee. And for some fans, they might prefer the Jets continue to lose to secure the best draft spot.

"I know where our fans are coming from," head coach Rex Ryan said Monday. "Absolutely, I get that. That doesn't mean that we're going to approach this game any different -- because we're going to try to win the game."

So fans hoping to see perhaps Oregon's Marcus Mariota or Florida State's Jameis Winston in green and white next season might have to temper those wishes for the time being.

"If there was a Peyton Manning out there or whoever out there, a Walter Payton, then I'd say you throw it," Ryan joked. "No, I'm just kidding. We're not (tanking). We're trying to win the game."

According to the sports analytics site numberFire.com, the Jets have an 11.82 percent of securing the top pick, ranking them fifth behind the Titans (17.02), Buccaneers (17.58), Raiders (18.72) and Jaguars (33.84).

"Using our internal efficiency metrics, we calculate each team's chances of winning every remaining game on its schedule," said Zach Kempner, the site's communications director. "Then we simulate the NFL season thousands of times to determine the probability that each team will have the worst record in the NFL."

The projections also include the usual tiebreakers such as strength of schedule, strength of victory and conference winning percentage. After the game against Tennessee, the Jets finish with New England (10-3) and Miami (7-6).

Since the modern draft era began in 1970, the Jets have picked among the top five just 10 times. They have had the No. 1 overall pick only once: in 1996, when they took wide receiver Keyshawn Johnson. New York has had the second selection twice (Johnny Lam Jones, 1980; and Blair Thomas, 1990) and the No. 3 pick once: Freeman McNeil (1981).

The Jets have had five No. 4 overall picks, including Marvin Powell (1977), Chris Ward (1978), Marvin Jones (1993), Dewayne Robertson (2003) and D'Brickashaw Ferguson (2006). They traded up in the 2009 draft to take Mark Sanchez with the No. 5 selection.

The big question, though, is who will be doing the picking when the next draft begins in April with the futures of Ryan and general manager John Idzik uncertain beyond Week 17.

Owner Woody Johnson has some big decisions to make with the Jets missing out on the postseason for the fourth straight season -- the longest drought since he took over the team in 2000. Many fans and media already assume Ryan will be gone after the regular-season finale at Miami on Dec. 28.

Ryan took full blame for New York's 30-24 overtime loss at Minnesota on Sunday, and praised Johnson for his commitment to putting together a winning team. In some ways, it sounded like a concession speech from a coach who knows he's on his way out after six seasons.

"I'm not conceding anything," Ryan said Monday. "I'm not going anywhere. I know I've got three weeks and here we come. That hadn't been told to me -- at least I know I think I have three weeks here, and here we go."

Idzik is in his second season as GM, but has been widely criticized for his personnel decisions since he has been with the Jets, whether it has been failed free-agent signings, subpar draft selections or not being aggressive enough in free agency to provide adequate quality roster depth.

Fans have started billboard and website campaigns urging Johnson to fire Idzik, despite a short stint on the job. Some have also aimed their blame at Johnson, something Ryan wholeheartedly disagrees with.

"I just really wanted the fans to know that, hey guys, this is your owner," Ryan said. "You should be happy that this is your owner. You can do a heck of a lot worse than having Woody Johnson as your owner, I promise you. You've got a guy that's 100 percent committed in this organization. He wants to win. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Wide receiver Percy Harvin played one of his best games in two years, but he could be lost for the remainder of the year after injuring his left ankle late in the fourth quarter against the Vikings.

Harvin left the stadium on crutches, saying he was going for tests.

"I can't talk too much about the injury other than it will be evaluated here in a little bit," he said after torching his first NFL team for 124 yards on six receptions, including a touchdown.

Harvin was not on the practice field Wednesday.

In other injury news, rookie tight end Jace Amaro -- out the last two games with a concussion -- could be cleared to return this week. ...

Geno Smith threw a pick-six on the game's first play, the worst start imaginable. It was the eighth pick-six of his career, three more than any quarterback over the past two seasons. Now, as ESPN.com's Rich Cimini notes, we know why the Jets' coaches were so skittish last week about letting him throw.

To his credit, Smith didn't fold after his disastrous start.

Given a chance to throw, he managed to put together a decent game, finishing 18-for-29 for 254 yards and a touchdown. He made a few nice plays with his legs, avoiding sacks. He showed his mettle, leading them to a tying field goal in the final minute of regulation.

But quarterbacks are graded on whether they get their team in the end zone, and Smith did that only once. His inability to perform in the red zone was the difference in the game.

Still, Smith had decent chemistry with top two wideouts Harvin and Eric Decker (six catches for 89 yards), though his 35-yard scoring strike to Harvin was underthrown and required an impressive effort by Harvin to turn it from an interception into a touchdown. Only two other receivers,Jeremy Kerley (two catches for 17 yards) and Chris Owusu (one catch for seven yards), had receptions.

As for the rushing attack, the Sports Xchange suggests that while the numbers look pretty good 168 yards on 42 carries, Chris Ivory (16 carries for 73 yards) committed the costliest mistake of regulation when he fumbled inside the Vikings' 5-yard line midway through the second quarter. It was the first fumble for Ivory since 2010. He split carries evenly with Chris Johnson (16 carries for 53 yards), who didn't display any of the elusiveness or explosiveness he showed against the Miami Dolphins six nights earlier.

Ivory and Johnson combined for 17 runs of three yards or less, including a 2-yard loss for Ivory on a first-and-goal from the Vikings' 3-yard line on the Jets' first series of the second half. Smith had 33 yards on six carries, including an 18-yard scramble to set up the tying field goal in the final minute of regulation.

So. ... Can the Johnson-Ivory time share get any more even? In the past five games, Johnson has 130 snaps, Ivory 133. 
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QB: Geno Smith, Michael Vick, Matt Simms 
RB: Chris Johnson, Chris Ivory, Bilal Powell 
RB: John Conner, Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Eric Decker, Percy Harvin, Jeremy Kerley, Chris Owusu, T.J. Graham, Walter Powell, Saalim Hakim 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Zach Sudfeld, Jace Amaro 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
The Raiders responded to their first win of the season with their most lopsided loss in more than a half-century.

According to Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow, interim coach Tony Sparano wants to make sure there isn't a repeat after the Raiders won their second game by beating the San Francisco 49ers 24-13 on Sunday.

Sparano gave the players the day off Monday and said when they return to practice on Wednesday the focus for the Raiders (2-11) will solely be on this week's game at Kansas City (7-6).

"We need to make sure that we just focus on us right now going into this," Sparano said. "We need to understand and learn from what happened to us two weeks ago. Like I said, there is a reason why I said, 'Don't forget this feeling' because here we are again."

After opening the season with 10 straight losses, the Raiders got their first win by beating the Chiefs 24-20 at home on Nov. 20. Despite the talk about wanting to build on that win instead of just savoring it, the Raiders came out the following week and lost 52-0 at St Louis, their most lopsided defeat since a 55-0 loss to Houston in the 1961 season opener.

Sparano said he sensed problems early in the preparation week for the Rams game and that changes to the practice schedule because of Thanksgiving might have contributed.

"Those are some of the things that I didn't feel like I handled well during that week, probably could have looked at that a little differently," he said. "Today was their 'atta boy' day, and when we get in here on Wednesday we'll be moving right on to Kansas City."

As Dubow suggested, the win over the 49ers was probably Oakland's most complete in years. Rookie Derek Carr threw three touchdown passes and faced little pressure from San Francisco's formidable front. The Raiders also put heavy pressure on Colin Kaepernick, making a season-high five sacks and intercepting two passes.

It all added up to a victory against their Bay Area rivals that puts a bright note on a rough season.

"People had us dead and buried last week," Sparano said. "I mean, we were done. It was 52-0, everybody quit. This team is a resilient team. I've said it all along. For some reason or another, nobody wants to listen, but I've been saying it. This is the type of team they are and we'll decide when that time comes. That time is not now."

With two wins in the past three games, Sparano is making a case to shed the interim label he got after replacing the fired Dennis Allen in September.

Sparano said he knew those questions would be coming, but that someone above him would have to answer. Owner Mark Davis and general manager Reggie McKenzie have not addressed the coaching situation since Allen was fired.

"I was given a job to do several weeks ago," Sparano said. "I'm trying to do the job the way that I know how to do the job."

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Michael Wagaman noted, Latavius Murray returned to the lineup and sparked the running game to give the offense some much-needed balance.

Murray sat out the loss to the Rams because of a concussion, and the ground game went nowhere. Murray didn't have a signature big run against the 49ers, but he kept the sticks moving and forced San Francisco's defense to back off of its pass rush a bit. He finished with a meaty 76 yards on 23 carries.

But no one had a bigger impact than Mychal Rivera. The team's only healthy tight end before Scott Simonson was activated from the practice squad, Rivera repeatedly burned the 49ers with long receptions down the middle of the field. Five of his catches netted first downs, and a sixth was the game-clinching touchdown.

Meanwhile, as CBSSports.com's Scott White notes, Marcel Reece has been a difference-maker in PPR leagues before, catching 52 passes in 2012, so his back-to-back games with at least six catches are worth noting, especially since he scored on one of his seven grabs against San Francisco.

With the emergence of Murray as the primary ball carrier, Reece probably isn't versatile enough for standard-league use, but White believes Reece is no less relevant than Washington's Roy Helu.

In a related note. ... Carr was able to move the sticks against the 49ers, and that helped him have his best game of the season in the highlight of the year for the 2-11 Raiders.

Carr has struggled on third down for much of this season and often targeted players before they reached the third-down marker. Carr would complete many of those passes, but the receiver would be tackled before getting the first down.

Carr was much more efficient on third down against the 49ers. In fact, he was dynamic. The rookie second-round pick completed 9-of-10 pass attempts for 98 yards, and all three of his touchdown passes came on third down.

It was a sign of real progress by the rookie, who had his worst NFL game in Week 13, a 52-0 loss at St. Louis. Carr hasn't been consistent this season, but if he can produce on third down Sunday at Kansas City, it will be an indication of major progress for the youngster in an area that's give him trouble.

Offensive tackle Donald Penn scored the third touchdown of his NFL career on a tackle eligible play on a 3-yard pass from Carr. Both of his previous touchdowns in 2010 and last season were on 1-yard passes. Offensive coordinator Greg Olson first put in the play for Penn while working in the same capacity for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in 2010, with the 49ers also being the victim four years ago.

"I was kind of nervous because (49ers defensive tackle) Justin Smith was there the last time, and I thought he was going to know," Penn said. "It could have been a better pass from the quarterback, but I'm not going to say anything. ..."

And finally. ... Rod Streater is due back from injury in the next week or two and Pro Football Focus' Mike Clay expects him to return to his role as Oakland's No. 1 wideout. "Of course," Clay added, "that doesn't necessarily make him an appealing fantasy play."

That's because the three game remaining are Kansas City, Buffalo and Denver. 
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QB: Derek Carr, Matt Schaub, Matt McGloin 
RB: Latavius Murray, Darren McFadden, Maurice Jones-Drew 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: James Jones, Andre Holmes, Vincent Brown, Brice Butler, Kenbrell Thompkins, Denarius Moore 
TE: Mychal Rivera, Scott Simonson, Brian Leonhardt 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
A convincing rout at Dallas had the Eagles thinking about a first-round bye in the playoffs.

Now, they have to beat the Cowboys again just to have a chance to get in.

As Associated Press sports writer Rob Maaddi suggested, the Seahawks gave the Eagles and their fans a harsh reality check on Sunday in a dominant 24-14 win at Lincoln Financial Field. The defending Super Bowl champions are still one of the elite teams in the NFC along with Green Bay (9-3) and Arizona (10-3).

One thing all three of those teams have in common: Wins over the Eagles (9-4).

"When we have lost, we've lost to some really good teams," head coach Chip Kelly said Monday. "It's not lack of effort or lack of attention to detail. This team trains very well and they're real professional in their approach. In this league, anything can happen."

Considering the Eagles would lose tiebreakers to the Packers, Cardinals and Seahawks, their hopes of earning a bye are slim. If they don't beat Dallas (9-4) this week, they might not even get a wild-card berth because they would also lose a tiebreaker to Detroit (9-4).

That's why players and coaches were quick to move past the loss to Seattle and focus on the Cowboys. The Eagles won 33-10 in Dallas on Thanksgiving. The Cowboys rebounded with a 41-28 win at Chicago on Thursday and have a few extra days of rest to prepare for the rematch.

"The most important thing is just to get past this one, to watch the film and move on and get ready for another huge game," quarterback Mark Sanchez said. "All of these games down the stretch are so important. Big picture is too far out in front of us. We really just need to focus on what is right in front of our nose and that's getting this bad taste out of our mouth and going out and playing Dallas and giving our best effort."

Sanchez and the rest of the offense were completely shut down by Seattle's "Legion of Boom" defense. The Eagles were held to just 139 total yards, fewest under Kelly. They had the ball for only 18 minutes.

"We will get back to the drawing boards, we will get back to practice, we will train and prepare hard," running back LeSean McCoy said. "It is a big, big game, a must-win type of game. And there is nothing better than having them (Dallas) here, in Philly."

Some of the Seahawks weren't too impressed with the Eagles.

Defensive end Michael Bennett said Sanchez is impersonating a good quarterback. Safety Earl Thomas said he expected the defense to dominate Philadelphia. Cornerback Richard Sherman said the Eagles still miss DeSean Jackson, who was cut in March.

The teams could end up playing again in Philadelphia in the first round if the Eagles win the East and the Seahawks don't catch the Cardinals and get in the playoffs as the No. 6 seed.

"They have great players across the board," rookie wideout Jordan Matthews said. "But at the same time, we have strong personnel on offense. We have a lot of weapons. We just have to go out there and play better. ..."

Sanchez played well in Dallas on Thanksgiving Day. He gets another chance, with the Cowboys coming to Lincoln Financial Field on Sunday.

For the record, the Eagles finish the regular season with games against their three NFC East rivals. As noted above, it starts at home next Sunday against the Cowboys in a game that will go a long way toward deciding the NFC East champion. After a Saturday game at Washington, the Eagles finish the season at the Meadowlands against the New York Giants.

If they can win out, the Eagles can finish 12-4 and avoid a road playoff game for at least a week. After the Seattle game, that seems mighty important.

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan, Kelly's offense was not especially creative or effective against the Seahawks.

Kelly was seen shouting at the officials a lot, but none of them called a timeout that gave Seattle extra time on a field-goal drive at the end of the first half. Kelly did, after going very conservative in his play-calling and giving the Seahawks the ball with 1:34 on the clock. When Kelly's no-huddle offense is clicking, as it was in Dallas, it puts great pressure on the opposing defense. When it isn't, it puts great pressure on the Eagles' defense. Seattle benefited from that pressure all game.

This was talked about as a measuring stick game for Kelly's team, especially his offense.

When someone pointed out the Eagles had scored at least 24 points in their nine wins this season, Kelly cracked, "I hope we score 24, then." They scored 14, their lowest total of the season. ...

McCoy was held to 50 yards on 17 carries by the Seahawks, but managed to pass Wilbert Montgomery and become the Eagles' all-time leading rusher. McCoy, who is just 26 and in his sixth season, has 6,541 yards.

"It means a lot, it's something special," McCoy said. I just wish it could've been under different circumstances (the loss to Seattle). Us winning and me not having a terrible games. It's obviously a great accomplishment. But it's hard to really enjoy it on a day like this."

McCoy played the game with a heavy heart. One of his first cousins died last week in an automobile accident. McCoy missed practice on Friday because of it.

As CBSSports.com notes, the Eagles receivers didn't amount to much against the Seahawks.

Matthews finished second on the club in receiving, gaining 23 yards on two receptions. Jeremy Maclin had three catches, but did manage to find the end zone. He finished with 21 yards. Maclin's score came on a 1 yard pass in the first quarter. Riley Cooper also had three catches, but gained just 13 yards.

Zach Ertz gained 39 yards on two receptions during the contest. A large chunk of his yardage came on a 35 yard touchdown reception from Sanchez in the third quarter. Ertz was targeted just three times during the game.

One last note here. ... Nick Foles missed his fifth straight game with a broken collarbone. Kelly said there was no update on him. He is expected to be examined again next week. 
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QB: Mark Sanchez, Matt Barkley, Nick Foles 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Darren Sproles, Chris Polk 
WR: Jeremy Maclin, Jordan Matthews, Riley Cooper, Brad Smith, Jeff Maehl, Josh Huff 
TE: Zach Ertz, Brent Celek, James Casey, Trey Burton 
PK: Cody Parkey 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
As Associated Press sports writer Will Graves framed it: "The Pittsburgh Steelers are good again. For a week anyway."

Yet if one of the NFL's most enigmatic teams has learned anything over the last three months, it's that stringing success from one Sunday to the next remains tricky. This week's season-salvaging triumph is next week's gut-punch loss. Thirteen weeks into an equally parts promising and puzzling season, Pittsburgh finally insists it's ready to stop running in place.

"I feel like this time of the year, you're not allowed to have those slip-ups anymore," linebacker Arthur Moats said. "If we want to be a team like we're trying to be, we have to be successful this week."

Good luck with that.

A trip to Atlanta is the only thing between the Steelers (8-5) and a two-game home stand against Kansas City and the Bengals that will determine whether they make it back to the playoffs for the first time since 2011. Three wins and Pittsburgh captures the AFC North. Two and a return to January football is likely. Anything less -- and the Steelers will almost certainly be favored in all three games -- and another long offseason awaits.

The good news?

As uneven as Pittsburgh has been this fall, when the Steelers are on they are every bit as explosive as New England or Denver. The problem is what happens when quarterback Ben Roethlisberger and stars Le'Veon Bell and Antonio Brown are off.

Pittsburgh is on pace to set a club record for points in a season, needing to average just 19 points over the final three weeks to eclipse the 416 scored by the 1979 team that won the franchise's fourth Super Bowl in season years. That club went 12-4 and won eight games by at least 11 points. The current group only has three blowouts under its belt, and while the romp over the Bengals qualifies, the Steelers still entered the fourth quarter trailing before scoring four times in less than 10 minutes.

"I don't care about the style points," head coach Mike Tomlin said. "We're just trying to do what is necessary to get out of these stadiums with wins."

Of course, Tomlin would like to do it with some consistency. And while the Chiefs and Bengals will almost certainly have Pittsburgh's attention on the final two weekends of the season, who knows what awaits in Atlanta. The Falcons are under .500 but in first place in the NFC South. The last time the Steelers faced a team like that, New Orleans blew them off the field.

Meanwhile, ESPN.com's Scott Brown notes that Bell burnished his candidacy for the NFL Most Valuable Player Award by joining the late, great Walter Payton in a most exclusive club.

Bell piled up 235 rushing and receiving yards in the Steelers' 42-21 win over the Cincinnati Bengals, making it the third consecutive game in which the second-year man has accumulated at least 200 all-purpose yards.

Payton, the former Bears great, accomplished the feat in 1977. "Sweetness" had been the only player in NFL history to do so before Bell joined him.

"It's an honor to be mentioned with a guy like Walter Payton," Bell said after rushing for 185 yards and two touchdowns and catching six passes for 50 yards and a score. "I've heard a lot about him. Obviously I haven't seen a full game of how he runs, things like that, but I've seen a lot of highlights."

Bell continued to generate a lot of his own highlights in what has been a breakout season for the 2013 second-round draft pick. Running early and often behind pulling guard David DeCastro, Bell gashed the Bengals for 7.1 yards per carry.

He ripped off runs of 53 and 22 yards and the latter resulted in the touchdown that snuffed out any chances of a late rally by the Bengals.

On Wednesday, Bell was named AFC Offensive Player of the Week.

Bell has 1,231 rushing yards -- only the Dallas Cowboys' DeMarco Murray has more -- and his 71 receptions are second on the Steelers as well, a team single-season record for most catches by a running back.

"He is a special talent," Roethlisberger said. "I've said for many, many weeks now that's he's one of the best all-around backs in the game. You don't see a guy that takes pride in catching the ball and pass blocking and picking up blitzes like he does. I'm just proud of the way he's grown every week."

Fantasy owners are pretty pleased with him as well. ...

With 185 yards on the ground and 50 more in the receiving game, Bell recorded his third consecutive game with at least 200 yards from scrimmage. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Bell joined Payton as the only players in NFL history with three straight games of 200 scrimmage yards. Payton stood alone on that list for 37 years before Bell joined him.

Bell has totaled 711 yards from scrimmage over the past three games. The Elias Sports Bureau tells us that total is the second-most yards from scrimmage in a three-game span in NFL history, trailing the 746 that Payton posted during his 1977 streak.

Bell rushed for a career-high 121 yards before contact, the fourth-highest total in a game this season. No Steelers player in the last six years gained more rush yards before contact in one game.

Bell was the first Steelers player since Mewelde Moore in Week 7 of 2008 with multiple rushing touchdowns and a receiving TD in the same game. Moore's opponent that day was also the Bengals.

Bell had 110 rush yards and two touchdowns in the fourth quarter alone. He's the fourth player in the last five years with at least 110 rush yards in a fourth quarter.

Bell's big day opened up play-action passing for Roethlisberger, who had his best road game of the season (25-of-39, 350 yards, three touchdowns). Roethlisberger was 5-of-7 for 147 yards and two touchdowns on play-action passes Sunday.

Roethlisberger averaged 21 yards per attempt on play-action passes, compared with 6.3 yards per attempt on all other passes. Bell's performance influenced the entire Steelers' offense, even when he wasn't running the ball.

Good stuff. Better still, fantasy-friendly stuff. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Roethlisberger answered questions about how much he hurt himself after banging his throwing hand off the wrist pad of a New Orleans Saints linebacker last Sunday.

He dismissed a report last week that he had broken a bone in his right wrist, saying he had only temporarily lost feeling in a couple of fingers. His play in improving to 10-2 lifetime against the Bengals showed that whatever he did to his hand last Sunday had little effect. ... Or he is a really good actor.

"I tried to tell everyone after the game [last week] and again this week that there was no issue," Roethlisberger said.

According to the Sports Xchange, Roethlisberger needs fewer than 300 yards passing to break his team record of 4,328 yards set in 2009. His 4,055 yards rank fourth in team history and he has the top four spots. Roethlisberger needs to average 315 yards the rest of the way to hit 5,000. With 29 TD passes, he also is likely to break his team record of 32 set in 2007.

Rookie receiver Martavis Bryant caught a 94-yard touchdown pass, the second-longest in team history. Bryant was inactive the first six games, but he now has seven touchdown catches. He also caught an 80-yard touchdown against the New York Jets last month.

Once again, Brown was big, catching nine passes for 117 yards. But his 14th-career 100-yard game wasn't enough for Brown to stay atop the NFL leaders for most receiving yards.

Falcons wide receiver Julio Jones moved past Brown and into first place in receiving yards after absolutely torching the Green Bay Packers on Monday night, racking up 259 receiving yards before leaving with an injured hip.

More significant to the Steelers than Jones supplanting Brown atop the NFL receiving yards list: the Steelers visit Atlanta Sunday, a week after they allowed 224 receiving yards to A.J. Green.

The Steelers will prepare for the Falcons as if Jones is going to be play Sunday at the Georgia Dome. It he does, it'll give Brown a chance to make up some ground on a head-to-head basis. 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Bruce Gradkowski, Landry Jones 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, Dri Archer, Josh Harris 
FB: Will Johnson 
WR: Antonio Brown, Markus Wheaton, Martavis Bryant, Lance Moore, Darrius Heyward-Bey, Justin Brown 
TE: Heath Miller, Matt Spaeth, Michael Palmer 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
As Associated Press sports writer Barry Wilner noted: "The end of the NFL season can be like the climax of a horror film. Many postseason contenders look at their December schedule, see an opponent and say: 'Not Them!'

"That team to avoid this year is St. Louis."

Sure, the Rams (6-7) have a minuscule chance to still make the playoffs, even though they'd probably run away with the NFC South. Naturally, making the playoffs should still be their goal, despite the long odds.

But the reality is that the Rams are making it very uncomfortable for anyone they line up against. And in two of the next three weeks, they will line up against the Cardinals and Seahawks, the teams vying for the NFC West title -- and potentially home-field advantage throughout the conference playoffs.

St. Louis comes off consecutive shutouts. The Rams blanked Oakland and Washington, who nobody will argue are imposing foes, but the defense has become fearsome. The previous time the Rams shut out two straight opponents was 1945.

But as Arizona comes calling on Thursday night -- a banged-up Arizona now without its top running back, Andre Ellington -- who's to say the Rams won't make history?

"I am really excited for the guys. Back-to-back shutouts are pretty impressive. I've been told it hasn't happened since the '40s in our organization," said head coach Jeff Fisher, who also should be excited for himself and his staff.

With the defense playing lights out, the offense has been doing enough.

As the Sports Xchange notes, Shaun Hill has been a steady hand since becoming the starter again after he replaced Austin Davis following the team's fourth-quarter collapse against the Arizona Cardinals. In four games since that loss, the Rams are 3-1, and Davis has a passer rating of 96.0. He did throw three interceptions, including one in the end zone in the final minute of a 27-24 loss to San Diego. However, in the three victories, his passer rating is 116.0 and he has five touchdown passes and no interceptions.

In Sunday's 24-0 win over Washington, his rating was 133.3. In the first half, the Rams moved the ball to the tune of 197 yards, but penalties, two missed field goals and three sacks left them ahead only 6-0. Right tackle Joe Barksdale was having trouble with linebacker Ryan Kerrigan. According to Fisher, Hill helped settle the team down at halftime.

"He's taking charge of that offense," Fisher said. "He was really adamant about their play, footing and the way they responded. He certainly took charge at halftime with the guys. I think he settled Joe down a bit and that is just his nature. He's really into it."

Asked if he was frustrated at halftime, Hill said, "Frustrated -- maybe a little bit. More than anything, I felt like we had a good message at halftime. Nobody was hanging their head about anything. We just kind of knew what we had to go out and do in the second half and in the third quarter we were able to go out and do that."

Last week, the 34-year-old Hill was asked if he believes his play could translate into a starting job next year. He said, "This kind of goes back to how I came into this league; it was a day by day thing. I was undrafted. Any day I could've been cut. My whole mindset was, 'Hey, today do the best you can do and hopefully you'll get tomorrow.' That's the same mindset I carry now. Today, do the best I can do and hopefully there's a tomorrow. This week, do the best I can do this week and hopefully there's a next week for me. Beyond that I honestly can't look at that and I don't."

Tre Mason had a workmanlike 66 yards on 20 carries, while Benny Cunningham chipped in 20 yards on three attempts.

Meanwhile, Tavon Austin, playing in front of a group of friends and family from nearby Baltimore, put on a show, racking up 203 all-purpose yards on just 11 touches, including a 78-yard punt return for a score in the third quarter.

According to ESPN.com's Nick Wagoner, "With the Rams defense acting as the steak, it was Austin who provided the sizzle."

"I think you saw him today, how special he is," Fisher said. "The touchdown (run) he had last week was pretty impressive. Unfortunately early in his career he's had a number of returns called back. It wasn't until the last punt that they rugby-styled, end-over-end it with some hang time and that's what he has been getting up until today so we were hoping we'd get some decent punts and we did."

Austin torched the Redskins with four punt returns for a total of 143 yards, an average of 35.8 yards per attempt. He also forced the Redskins to worry about him on defense, taking five handoffs for 46 yards, mostly on jet sweeps and quick end arounds that forced Washington's defense to extend sideline to sideline. More often than not, an Austin run led directly to success on runs up the middle for the running backs.

In the second quarter, Austin took a handoff around right end for a gain of 8 to midfield. On the next play, the seas parted for Cunningham to gain 20. In the third quarter, Austin carried twice in a row for gains of 8 and 14 yards. On the next play, Mason gained 15 yards.

As Wagoner suggested, the simple threat of having Austin allowed the Rams to be more diverse in their play calling and led to big things not only for him but the offense at large. After some early-season struggles, Austin has looked decidedly more at home recently as he's scored a touchdown in each of the past three weeks.

"I definitely feel more comfortable," Austin said. "I'm just glad with the plays I get. They believe in me. I'm just glad my blockers always set up the right way. I'm just thankful God blessed me with the speed and everything and I can make a play."

Making that play had been in the works for a while and, after returns of 37 and 28 yards earlier in the game, Austin's touchdown had a feeling of inevitability. That doesn't even account for the many near misses he's had this season on punt returns.

"It definitely felt good," Austin said. "It's been a couple times now, the punt team I feel like we have one of the best punt returns in the league. It's all about just being patient. Our coach is always saying to us and that's what we did. I'm just glad I was able to make a play for us and come out with the win. ..."

Again, with the defense playing so well it doesn't take too many big plays to give the Rams an edge. ...

For the record, Austin was named NFC Special Teams Player of the Week for his effort. It's the second time that Austin has received the honor. He was also recognized after returning a punt for a score during his rookie season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Greg Zuerlein missed an extra point and two short field goals in the first half, leaving the Rams with just a 6-0 lead going into the locker room. He rebounded slightly in the second half by making an extra point and a 34-yard field goal, but all of his kicks seemed to drift to the right. However, Fisher gave Zuerlein a vote of confidence in a unique way after the game.

"I want you all to know that in our closed door locker room there, I had Johnny Hekker hold the ball and put the ball down and Greg hit the locker, and that's what he was aiming for," Fisher said. "So he's OK. Greg is going to be fine, OK."

Tight end Jared Cook was evaluated for a possible concussion in Sunday's game against Washington, but was cleared to return and scored two touchdowns. Cook was fine Monday and did not appear on the injury report. ...

And finally. ... Fisher sent out six captains for the team's coin toss today: Janoris Jenkins, Michael Brockers, Zac Stacy, Stedman Bailey, Greg Robinson and Alec Ogletree. Those were the six players St. Louis drafted in exchange for the picks they received in the Robert Griffin III trade. RGIII, meanwhile, entered in mop up duty in a 24-0 loss to the Rams.

While it's eliciting a variety of opinions from those around the league, the best reactions came from the players involved.

This was mostly because they had no idea.

"We just kinda looked at each other like, 'OK, maybe these are the guys that have been playing good lately,'" Bailey said, via the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. "We weren't really sure."

Bailey added: "Now that you're telling me, that makes a lot of sense. I'm glad coach Fisher did that."

As the Post-Dispatch noted, Fisher is a long-time friend of Mike Shanahan, who was let go by the organization last season. Perhaps there was a little personal motivation behind the move. At the least, it sounds like he failed to explain the significance to his players.

But from where we're sitting, it was a little bit of good fun; a competitive cockiness that we don't see that often from tenured head coaches like Fisher. 
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QB: Shaun Hill, Austin Davis 
RB: Tre Mason, Benny Cunningham, Zac Stacy, Chase Reynolds, Trey Watts 
WR: Kenny Britt, Stedman Bailey, Tavon Austin, Chris Givens 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Alex Bayer, Justice Cunningham 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
The start of the final four games arrived with a thud for the San Diego Chargers.

They christened a season-defining run by losing to the New England Patriots, 23-14, on Sunday. Despite or because the Patriots pulled it out in the final moments, it was obvious the Chargers were still regretting that the big opportunity slipped away.

The defense played well enough and even added a touchdown of its own.

But with the offensive struggling behind a shaky line, San Diego (8-5) was no match for New England (10-3).

If the Chargers want to lick their wounds, they can't take much time doing so.

With an AFC West showdown against the Denver Broncos next on Sunday and then two testy season-ending road trips to San Francisco and Kansas City, the Chargers need to focus forward.

Whatever hopes the Chargers had of catching the Broncos in the AFC West standing took a blow. The Chargers are two games out with three to play, with their most likely playoff entrance being among the wild card route.

But there is also a pack of teams ready to claim that invitation.

So the Chargers have to get right, quickly. And that's the message of the first December of Monday.

Although one last look back sums it up.

"Too many little mistakes that added up and cost us at the end," head coach Mike McCoy said.

"We got to play better as an offense," McCoy said. "That was not our best day. They did a nice job and that is a very well coached football team. But it's about us because we've got a huge game coming up this weekend."

Now, the Chargers must look for what to take away from that loss to help them move forward. After all, the next three opponents will see the tapes, too. And it wasn't all bad.

The video will show that the Chargers stymied the mighty Patriots on a couple of defensive fronts. New England got inside the Chargers 5-yard line on two occasions and collected by six points. Then in the third quarter, the defense forced the Patriots into four straight punts in four series.

"We definitely are proud of how we played but it just wasn't enough," cornerback Shareece Wright said, "We need to get better. We need to make one more play and we didn't. That was the difference. We just needed one more play. We had four straight three-and-outs and it still wasn't enough."

One game after the Chargers had a franchise-first four receivers with 80 yards, Malcom Floyd paced the passing game with 54 yards. The Patriots' secondary is among the game's best and proved it again against the Chargers.

"That's one of the best defensive back groups in the league, in my opinion," said wide receiver Eddie Royal, who had two catches for 30 yards. "Those guys get in your face. They play tight coverage. Every ball is going to be contested."

Philip Rivers was off and there were many reasons for that.

The pass-protection was shaky as Rivers was harassed and/or sacked most of the game. The receivers had trouble getting separation which didn't help Rivers. And the running game wasn't enough to keep the Patriots' pass rushers honest. Rivers' 189 passing yards was his second-lowest total of the season.

The Chargers couldn't crack 55 rushing yards, which was surprising after a good start. Ryan Mathews was running hard and there were some creases for him, but the Patriots second-half adjustments shut the door.

According to ESPN.com's Eric Williams, it's no surprise the Chargers were most effective offensively when Mathews churned out yards running the football.

In the first half, Mathews carried the ball nine times for 52 yards, averaging a robust 5.8 yards per carry.

However, with a little more than two minutes left in the opening half, Mathews appeared to suffer a right leg injury on the same leg that kept him out seven games this season with an MCL knee sprain.

On second-and-29 from San Diego's 9-yard line, Mathews broke through the line cleanly and bounced outside. But as he sprinted toward the sideline, New England cornerback Kyle Arrington reached out and tripped Mathews with his leg.

Arrington was flagged for tripping on the play, resulting in an automatic first down for the Chargers. However, Mathews limped off the field and was late coming out for the second half.

Mathews carried the ball only two times for minus-8 yards the rest of the game. He's still wearing a bulky brace to protect the injured knee, a sign that his stability returning from the injury is not 100 percent. The brace also appears to limit his mobility.

McCoy indicated Monday that Mathews is healthy.

"He came back in the game and played," McCoy said. "You saw him do some good things in protection, things like that. He was back in the game."

In order to run the ball effectively these last three games of the season against the Denver Broncos, San Francisco 49ers and Kansas City Chiefs, the Chargers need Mathews at his best down the stretch.

"He was going pretty good early," Rivers said. "It's always easy after losses to go back and try and pick what we should've called, should've ran, where I should've thrown it. When you're in the heat of it, it's not that easy. It was just an overall below-average day for us on the offense side. ..."

All that said, CBSSports.com reports that Mathews and tight end Ladarius Green were not seen during the open portion of Chargers' practice Wednesday due to what the team is calling an ankle injury.

Green is dealing with a concussion when he was hit hard during Sunday's game against the Patriots.

I'll be following up via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As noted above, Floyd continued his bounce-back year and finished with three catches for 54 yards, including a 15-yard reception for a score. Floyd now has five touchdowns this season.

Keenan Allen, coming off back-to-back 100-yard games in Weeks 12 and 13, struggled against Darrelle Revis.

Still, as CBSSports.com notes, Allen and Rivers had a good thing going so look for him to get back on track at Denver. He had nine catches for 73 yards and a touchdown against the Broncos in Week 8.

And finally. ... The Chargers have signed a former Pro Bowl punter to fill in for the injured Mike Scifres.

The club announced Tuesday it had reached a deal with 11-year pro Mat McBriar, who's posted a 45.1-yard gross average and a 38.1-yard net average in 589 regular-season punts.

The 35-year-old McBriar was most recently with Pittsburgh, recording a 41.3-yard gross average and a 35.0-yard net average in nine games in 2013. He spent the bulk of his career with Dallas (2004-2011) before joining Philadelphia in 2012. McBriar made the Pro Bowl in 2006 and 2010.

One of the game's top punters, Scifres suffered a broken clavicle in Sunday's loss to New England. He remains on the Chargers' 53-player roster for the time being. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Ryan Mathews, Branden Oliver, Donald Brown, Ronnie Brown 
WR: Keenan Allen, Malcom Floyd, Eddie Royal, Seyi Ajirotutu, Dontrelle Inman 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, John Phillips, David Johnson 
PK: Nick Novak 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Janie McCauley notes, Jim Harbaugh isn't budging, even if his new broken tooth offers a symbolic glimpse into the story of his disappointing year.

No wavering when it comes to his coaching future, thoughts about his bosses in the San Francisco front office, or even whether the 49ers have fallen too far to have hope of a 2014 recovery.

After two straight demoralizing defeats in which the Niners have managed only 16 total points, Harbaugh's future is the hottest topic around his team. And that's a far cry from the coach's first three seasons when San Francisco was playoff bound and poised for a deep postseason run -- as in three straight NFC championship game appearances.

Still, Harbaugh spent his regular Monday media session defending quarterback Colin Kaepernick and the effort of his players a day after a 24-13 loss at Oakland that gave the Raiders just their second victory of the season and put a major damper on San Francisco's playoff hopes as the team dropped to 7-6.

"Colin's our quarterback," Harbaugh said. "When you talk about a professional, he is that. He's given every ounce of energy that he has."

Other topics strayed far from the field. Harbaugh's smile Sunday revealed a chipped left front tooth. He said Monday it happened Saturday night "on a piece of meat. ... A $2 steak."

That tooth was knocked out in his last playoff game as a pro, a 42-14 loss by his Colts to the Steelers in the wild-card round in December 1996.

Harbaugh's smile was on display when he came out of the tunnel at the Oakland Coliseum and hustled right up to Raiders owner Mark Davis, considered a potential suitor for Harbaugh's services in 2015 given Oakland could have a vacancy. Tony Sparano was named interim coach when Davis fired Dennis Allen in late September.

"Just said hello," said Harbaugh, who noted he knows Davis "a little bit from when I coached at the Raiders."

The 49ers are preparing for a second meeting with the defending Super Bowl champion Seahawks in 17 days when they travel to Seattle this weekend looking to bounce back from that embarrassing 19-3 loss on Thanksgiving night.

"You take great love and pride in being a professional. That's every day, that's every week, that's every game, that's every play, until the whistle blows," Harbaugh said. "You take pride in snapping on the film the next day and showing you're playing with every ounce of effort that you have because of the love of the game and the pride you have in being an NFL football professional. ... The effort's there."

Harbaugh wouldn't discuss an NFL Network report that the University of Michigan, his alma mater, had reached out to him about its head coach vacancy.

"As I've said, as a principle I don't talk about any other job other than the one that I have," Harbaugh said.

When asked whether he is satisfied with the professionalism throughout the franchise, including those working above him, Harbaugh answered only with, "We're a team."

CEO Jed York chose not to post anything critical on Twitter this time, as he did Thanksgiving night when he wrote: "This performance wasn't acceptable. I apologize for that."

Harbaugh is winding up the fourth season of a $25 million, five-year contract he signed in January 2011. Even before the season began with a Super Bowl on everybody's mind there were questions whether this would be it for Harbaugh, who hasn't received an extension -- or made it clear he even wants one, for that matter.

There won't be any changes to the coaching staff this week to shake things up, Harbaugh said.

As far as his own future, he insisted once again that he is most concerned about winning and taking care of his players the rest of the way.

"I've answered this question many times, even recently. So you know exactly what my priorities are," he said. "I get this from the Marines. Leaders eat last. ..."

Following Sunday's loss in Oakland, Frank Gore insisted that he and the team would not give up on the season.

"I'll keep fighting with my teammates," Gore said. "I'm going to give my teammates 110 percent."

At 7-6, the 49ers will likely need to win their final three games to have a shot at a postseason berth. San Francisco is three games out of first place in the NFC West and two games out of the final Wild Card spot. Multiple losses from Arizona, Detroit, Philadelphia, Seattle and Dallas would help the 49ers chances.

"I'll see how the chips fall, and hopefully other teams help us," Gore said. "I hope it happens. We'll have to move forward from this one, but it's tough.

"It's my last year under contract, and I want to go out and at least get a shot to hold the trophy."

After being held to a season-low three points in a loss to the Seattle Seahawks in Week 13, the 49ers offense started off well on Sunday, scoring a touchdown on its third possession of the game. San Francisco capped a 7-play, 60-yard drive with an 8-yard Bruce Miller touchdown catch.

But after that score, the 49ers would add just a pair of field goals the rest of the way.

"I don't feel like we're us," Gore said. "It's hard to get in a rhythm. As players, you have to be in a rhythm to be successful on the field. It's been tough all year."

Gore finished his day rushing 12 times for 63 yards.

San Francisco heads to Seattle for a Week 15 showdown with the Seahawks before finishing the regular season with consecutive home games versus the San Diego Chargers and Cardinals.

"We just have to clean up the mistakes and move forward," Gore said.

Other notes of interest. ... As Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio notes, Kaepernick hasn't been playing well on a consistent basis for a while. For the year, he has accounted for 16 touchdowns and 14 turnovers. Over the last two games, Kaepernick has one touchdown pass and four interceptions. Against the Raiders, his first throw of the game was picked off.

Kaepernick was also sacked five times and had three delay-of-game penalties. His last meaningful pass was intercepted by Charles Woodson. Kaepernick was 18-of-33 passing for 174 yards with the TD pass to Miller.

While Kaepernick has no answers for the media about why he's struggling, he'll need to have some answers for the team, especially if/when there's a new head coach. Thanks to a team-friendly contract that gives the 49ers until April 1 of 2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018 to decide whether to move on, a new head coach may not want Kaepernick right out of the gates. Or a new head coach may decide after a year that he doesn't want Kaepernick. Or after two year.

Regardless, the team has ample flexibility in each league year to move on from Kaepernick because his injury-only guarantees don't become full guarantees until more than two weeks after the annual period arrives for signing free agents and making trades.

It was still smart for Kaepernick to do the deal. If he played like he's currently playing in what would have been a contract year, Kaepernick would have had a hard time getting a $12 million signing bonus from the 49ers, or from anyone else.

Looking for positives? Michael Crabtree caught nine passes, the second most of his season, for 56 yards. Really, that was it.

Rookie receiver Bruce Ellington returned from an ankle injury Sunday against Oakland and made an immediate impact in the kick-return game. He gained 92 yards on three kickoff returns and 23 yards on his only punt return.

Phil Dawson made a 52-yard field goal in Sunday's loss at Oakland. It was the 47th successful kick from 50 or more yards in his career. His 70.2 percentage on attempts from at least 50 yards in the fourth-best in NFL history. Dawson missed an important 47-yarder later in the game.

And finally. ... The 49ers announced tight end Vance McDonald was placed on injured reserve Tuesday.

McDonald is dealing with a back injury. In eight games, he produced two catches for 30 yards.

The 49ers used the extra roster spot to activate linebacker NaVorro Bowman. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Blaine Gabbert, Josh Johnson 
RB: Frank Gore, Carlos Hyde, Alfonso Smith 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Michael Crabtree, Anquan Boldin, Brandon Lloyd, Steve Johnson, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington 
TE: Vernon Davis, Derek Carrier 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
Simply put, any doubt that the Seattle Seahawks have the ability to repeat as Super Bowl champions vanished in the darkness of Lincoln Financial Field on Sunday.

Playing against one of the hottest teams and offenses in the NFL, the Seattle defense turned in one of its best performances ever, holding the Eagles to 139 total yards in dealing Philadelphia a 24-14 defeat.

It was the sixth win in the last seven games for the Seahawks and improved their record to 9-4. And while the Seahawks remained a game behind the Arizona Cardinals in the NFC West, they also feel as if anything is possible now.

"We feel like when we play our ball and be who we are, we're hard to beat," said left tackle Russell Okung.

According to the Sports Xchange, that was the general tenor in the locker room after what was Seattle's third straight impressive win. Seattle beat Arizona and the San Francisco 49ers by identical 19-3 scores before the win over the Eagles.

Seattle allowed a touchdown early after a dropped punt snap led to a 14-yard drive. Another touchdown came after a long kickoff return and a pass interference penalty.

Otherwise, the Seahawks simply dominated an Eagles offense that had been averaging 416 yards per game for the season and had averaged 31.5 points in its previous four games.

Seattle held the ball for a franchise-record 41:56 in taking control of the game from the beginning in the trenches.

A little sloppiness on offense and special teams prevented Seattle from separating early on the scoreboard the Seahawks led 10-7 at halftime.

But two touchdown passes by quarterback Russell Wilson in the third quarter put the Seahawks in command for good as Seattle held an opponent to the fewest yards since limiting the 49ers to 113 in 2005.

The game continued a defensive resurgence that began three games ago and coincided with the return to health of middle linebacker Bobby Wagner and strong safety Kam Chancellor.

Head coach Pete Carroll said it's the way the players are playing, and not what the coaches are calling, that has made the difference.

"We played our football," Carroll said. "We have not changed for the last few years about how we do it. We can play our stuff really well and that's one aspect of it. It's the guys playing it and playing it with the intensity and the energy that they're playing with that makes it work. It's not just the scheme at all."

Indeed, players have talked about the relative simplicity of what Seattle has done the past few weeks, and there have been few real personnel shuffles, and less rotating on the defense than earlier in the season.

"We expect to dominate every time we play," safety Earl Thomas said after the game, a comment indicative of the growing confidence in the locker room.

Right now, they look more than capable. ...

And now, the Seahawks return home for the rematch with the San Francisco 49ers only 17 days after shutting them down on the road.

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Terry Blount notes, Wilson was once again on his game away from home, throwing two touchdown passes and running for another TD.

Wilson now has 12 touchdown passes and only one interception, along with three of his five rushing touchdowns -- the most of any quarterback in the league -- in seven road games this season.

His 263 yards passing Sunday was his second-highest total of the season to the 313 yards he threw at St. Louis. He completed 22 of 37 passes, tying the most attempts of his career. He completed 23 of 37 passes at Chicago in a 23-17 victory during his rookie season.

According to Blount, what was different Sunday was the number of what the Seahawks call "game-altering plays" (passes of more than 16 yards and runs of more than 12 yards) Wilson had.

Wilson had eight of those, including two of the touchdowns -- a 26-yard rush and a 23-yard pass to Doug Baldwin. The other TD pass -- a 15-yard strike to Marshawn Lynch -- missed the G.A.P. category by one yard. ...

The Eagles seemed determined to contain Lynch and make Wilson and the passing game beat them, and there were long stretches where it seemed Lynch had little room to run. But when the game ended he had a pretty typical looking line 86 yards on 23 carries with a long of 21. Second-year back Christine Michael also had one of his best games.

Rookie receiver Paul Richardson had two receptions for 27 yards, including a 20-yard catch, and fellow rookie Kevin Norwood also had two catches, including a key first-down grab over the middle of 11 yards.

Michael and 32 yards rushing on six carries, and even motioned for Lynch to stay on the sideline at one point and let Michael carry the load.

"Man, Christine was in the zone and waved Marshawn off," Thomas said. "That took [intestinal fortitude]."

The point is how the young players for the Seahawks are starting to make meaningful contributions down the stretch.

"I love when those guys can contribute like that," Carroll said. "We're playing these guys like regulars. Like we said earlier, we hoped to get to the second half of the season with these guys we've been nurturing and see what they're doing now. It's fantastic for those guys to be able to contribute."

Thomas said the contribution of the younger players is starting to give the Seahawks the kind of quality depth they had last season in their Super Bowl run.

Seattle lost 11 players from last year's team that had 58 years of total NFL experience. It hurt the team early in the season, but the young players are holding their own now.

"It's always good when young players step up," Thomas said. "You saw what those guys did [Sunday]. That's the thing about this team. Everyone has something to bring to the table."

It's possible the Seattle Seahawks could have starting center Max Unger back this weekend to play against the 49ers, along with nickel cornerback Jeremy Lane and tight end Cooper Helfet, Carroll said Monday.

Unger has missed the last three games after injuring a knee and ankle in the Kansas City game, but Carroll said Unger's return remains a somewhat unknown.

"He's going for it," Carroll said of Unger. "He's had some pretty good workouts. He will take it as far as he can and try to get ready to play this week."

Helfet has missed the last two games with a sprained ankle.

"We're going to see how he does,' Carroll said of Helfet. "Like Max, we'll see what happens on Wednesday and what happens when he comes back on Thursday. We'll start gauging from there. Both those guys are really anxious to get back. Coop's probably a little more solidly ahead of Max. [Helfet's] injury was a little different, so he has a chance, probably the best chance of the two."

The Seahawks on Saturday promoted receiver Chris Matthews from the practice squad, and the first-year player who the team signed in February out of the Canadian Football League had some immediate impact, primarily on special teams.

Matthews played on most special teams and was credited with a tackle. He also was on the field for eight snaps as a receiver but did not get a target.

Seattle left inactive for the game receiver Bryan Walters, who has been the team's regular punt returner most of the season. Walters had not been listed on the injury report, making him simply a healthy inactive as the team got down to 46 players on game day. Without Walters, Baldwin handled punt returns and some were an adventure in a swirling wind as he let a couple drop that then bounced deeper into Seattle territory. 
[image: image56]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image57]
QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Robert Turbin 
WR: Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Paul Richardson, Ricardo Lockette, Kevin Norwood, Chris Matthews, Bryan Walters 
TE: Luke Willson, Tony Moeaki, Cooper Helfet, ReShaun Allen 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Fred Goodell, now that the sputtering Buccaneers have officially been eliminated from postseason contention in the woeful NFC South, head coach Lovie Smith may be ready to take another look at Mike Glennon to try to determine if the second-year pro is the team's quarterback of the future.

The Bucs have stuck with career backup Josh McCown, Smith's hand-picked leader of an offense that ranks 29th among 32 teams in yards gained and 28th in scoring, as their through most of a disappointing season that'll see them miss the playoffs for the seventh consecutive year.

But his team sharing the league's worst record with four other clubs that also have a shot of winding up with the No. 1 pick in next spring's draft, it may be time to find out if Glennon -- 1-4 as the starter when McCown was sidelined five games because of an injured right thumb -- could be the long-term answer to making the franchise relevant again.

McCown was sacked six times and hit on 14 other occasions, while throwing two interceptions and losing a fumble on a bad snap during Sunday's 34-17 loss to the Detroit Lions.

After initially leaving the door open to the possibility of increasingly playing time for Glennon and other young players now that Tampa Bay (2-11) is mathematically eliminated from the NFC South race, Smith emphasized Sunday that he has no intention of experimenting down the stretch.

"Right now, we're just evaluating the video, kind of going from there," the coach said when asked specifically about whether he anticipates making a change at quarterback to give himself a chance to evaluate Glennon, a 2013 third-round draft pick who started 13 games as a rookie.

The play at Carolina (4-8-1) on Sunday.

"We want to put the best product on the field, guys in the right spot, ones that give us the best opportunity to win -- things we've been saying each week," Smith added. "That's where we're at."

The Bucs have gone 1-7 under the 35-year-old McCown, who signed a two-year, $10 million contract as a free agent after having his best season as a pro while filling in for an injured Jay Cutler in Chicago last season.

But after throwing for 13 touchdowns and just one interception a year ago with the Bears, McCown has struggled with his accuracy and decision-making while completing 58 percent of his passes for 1,790 yards, nine TDs and 11 interceptions for Tampa Bay.

Glennon hasn't had much more success getting the Bucs into the end zone, completing 57.6 percent of his throws for 1,417 yards, 10 touchdowns and six interceptions.

The Bucs are averaging 18.2 points per game.

While Glennon get another opportunity to run the offense, there probably won't be wholesale lineup changes.

"We're going to do what gives us the best chance to win. If playing a player in a position won't hurt our football team to win the football game, we'll always look at that. But we haven't made it that far to even decide," Smith said.

"We haven't started looking at video from Carolina, yet. We won't give up a game just to put a player in a situation like that," the coach added. "I would like to think if there's a young player we haven't played, when you go through a 2-11 season, you would have looked at that option a little bit earlier. I don't think we have a lot of those situations around. ..."

I'll be watching for further indication that change is coming as the week progresses; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

For what it's worth, even against the NFL's No. 1 run defense, the Bucs had only 10 rushing plays to a running back in Sunday's loss to Detroit, and Smith said the decision to focus so heavily on passing was prompted by the difficulty Tampa Bay had running early with consistency.

"That's a pretty good defense that played the run well," Smith said Monday after a 14-carry, 26-yard game. "We got a 9-yard run, but we never felt like we were in control running the football against them."

Charles Sims played 40 snaps Sunday to the 24 snaps played by starter Doug Martin.

Other notes of interest. ... Mike Evans has 10 touchdown receptions this season, tied for the third-most in the NFL. His 10 touchdown catches are also tied for the second-most in a single season in franchise history and are the fourth-most by a rookie since the 1970 AFL/NFL merger.

The Lions devoted a lot of coverage to Evans, and Vincent Jackson took advantage. He finished with 10 catches for 159 yards. The game was Jackson's 11th 100-yard receiving game with Tampa Bay, which is tied for the third most in franchise history. ...

Tight ends Austin Seferian-Jenkins (back) and Brandon Myers (calf) and running back Bobby Rainey (ankle) all sat out Sunday's game and their status will bear watching again this week. For now, it's worth noting both tight ends were back on the practice field Wednesday; Rainey was not. ...

Linebacker Lavonte David will undergo the NFL's concussion protocol this week before he is able to return to the practice field. David was hit in the head by the knee of Lions WR Calvin Johnson in Sunday's game.

Defensive tackle Gerald McCoy has a bruised right knee -- not a dislocated kneecap, Smith said. McCoy returned to the game and finished it. 
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QB: Josh McCown, Mike Glennon 
RB: Doug Martin, Charles Sims, Bobby Rainey, Mike James 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Evans, Louis Murphy, Robert Herron, Russell Shephard, Trindon Holliday 
TE: Austin Seferian-Jenkins, Brandon Myers, Luke Stocker, Cameron Brate 
PK: Patrick Murray 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
Rookie quarterback Zach Mettenberger is doubtful against the New York Jets after aggravating his sprained right shoulder, but head coach Ken Whisenhunt says there is a "legitimate chance" Mettenberger plays for Tennessee again this season.

According to Associated Press sports writer Teresa M. Walker, Whisenhunt said Monday that he's hopeful Mettenberger will be back this year and the rookie will be on a week to week basis with three games left this season.

"I'm not going to rule him out until I know for sure that he can't go," Whisenhunt said. "I said that he was doubtful he would go this week. But we'll see as it progresses."

Seeing how the rookie responds is key for a franchise that needs to see if Mettenberger can be their starter in 2015. Mettenberger originally sprained his shoulder Nov. 30 in a loss at Houston, but he started Sunday against the New York Giants. He hurt his shoulder again at 10:41 of the fourth quarter when sacked for the fifth time in a 36-7 loss.

Whisenhunt said he wasn't happy Mettenberger aggravated the injury. The coach also said he should have done a better job not letting that happen in a game where the Titans played without three starting offensive linemen and were down to a tackle signed Tuesday because of injuries.

"Going forward I think we are going to be conservative with it to a certain degree, but I think also it's important that he stays in it and tries to get back," Whisenhunt said of Mettenberger. "That's an important piece of it. I mean there's a legitimate chance he plays again for us this year. If he has that and he's healthy, we would like to see that no question."

Jake Locker is expected to start at quarterback with Mettenberger all but officially ruled out. The veteran in the final year of his contract was benched in October coming off an injured hand with Mettenberger starting the last six games.

"It's an opportunity to play, Jake wants that," Whisenhunt said. "Prepare it the best he can and do the best job he can. I think that's the way he'll look at it. He's a good pro."

Mettenberger was limited in practice all last week with his original sprained shoulder, and returning could be difficult. The Titans (2-11) host the Jets (2-11) on Sunday, then have a short turnaround before visiting Jacksonville (2-11) on Dec. 18.

That leaves the season finale hosting Indianapolis (9-4) on Dec. 28 for a team already with 10 players on injured reserve, including six starters. But Whisenhunt said he hopes left tackle Taylor Lewan and right tackle Michael Oher, who have missed two straight games with injuries, could return. Oher is getting his sore left toe checked again Tuesday.

Whisenhunt said Mettenberger, who had an MRI exam earlier Monday, was pretty sore.

"I know he wants to get back and play," Whisenhunt said. "We'll see as it goes."

From a fantasy perspective, nobody is going to get too excited one way or the other in the short term. The interest would be for Dynasty owners looking to get a better feel for how high the Titans are on Mettenberger going forward. ...

As for Locker?

He's had to sub in the last two weeks when Mettenberger was hurt, and threw three interceptions in relief.

"He's been in a tough situation, coming in like that," Whisenhunt said. "He did some good things [Sunday]. He moved around in the pocket well, ran with the ball a couple of times. On the one interception, he was trying to make a play at the end of the game and fit one in to Delanie [Walker]."

Nobody should expect Locker to suddenly turn things around.

Indeed, as the Sports Xchange suggested, the first thing Locker will need to show in these final games that he can stay healthy himself, as he has never played in more than 11 games in any season and missed time with hand and thumb injuries this year. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky, Nate Washington is three games away from the end of his sixth, and very likely last, season with the Titans.

He spoke after the game about his frustrations. He hoped to help lift the franchise and is torn up about the state of things right now.

"The things that are going on are just not acceptable," he said. "I didn't sign up for this team to come and just finish seasons strong, and I feel like that's the only thing I've been doing here. I came here to win, to get a group of guys together to grow within the NFL. It was about a brotherhood, it was about work. ... And now I am standing here and I just feel like it hasn't been accomplished, honestly. I didn't come here to lose; I didn't come here with the expectation to know that we were just going to be a team that fought through games."

By "finishing seasons strong" he's referring to past seasons and the potential best case scenario in the final three games. And by "fought through games" he saying the Titans don't quit or stop playing, at least in his eyes.

"I definitely do have a sense [of what the main issue is] but respectfully to the organization, respectfully as a man that's been trying to carry himself properly, I don't think that's my place," he said. "I think that's up to the higher officials who sit down and either tell the truth about what's going on or figure out what's going on in their opinion. So it's not my place to put my opinion out there like that."

It's nice to see some emotion from a member of a team that seems largely to have become zombies as a result of the losing. But Washington didn't really say anything except that he wouldn't really be saying anything. ...

Kendall Wright, who missed the loss to the Giants with a cracked bone in his hand, might play Sunday against the Jets wearing a splint if the pain and swelling subside, according to TitanInsider.com's Terry McCormick. Wright, who has 51 catches for 633 yards and five touchdowns in 12 games, was on the practice field Wednesday. I'll have more via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Thinking about starting a Titans running back?

Locker, mopping up for Mettenberger after his injury in the fourth quarter, was the Titans' leading rusher with 28 yards. That about says it all for the status of the running game. Bishop Sankey has been a major disappointment. Shonn Greene was a healthy scratch against New York. ...

And finally. ... The Titans signed offensive lineman Jamon Meredith to its active roster Tuesday, according to the Nashville Tennessean.

To make room for Meredith, the Titans placed Blidi Wreh-Wilson on injured reserve. Wreh-Wilson dislocated his shoulder Sunday against the Giants. 
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QB: Jake Locker, Charlie Whitehurst, Zach Mettenberger 
RB: Bishop Sankey, Leon Washington, Shonn Greene, Dexter McCluster, Antonio Andrews 
FB: Jackie Battle 
WR: Kendall Wright, Nate Washington, Derek Hagan, Kris Durham 
TE: Delanie Walker, Chase Coffman, Brett Brackett 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
Robert Griffin III could be starting again even if Colt McCoy is healthy.

As Associated Press sports writer Joseph White noted Monday, it would be the fifth quarterback change for first-year head coach Jay Gruden, who is looking worn down under the burden of the ever-present turmoil that surrounds the Redskins.

Gruden said Monday he will await the outcome of tests on McCoy's sprained neck before deciding on a starter for the upcoming game against the New York Giants. The coach said Griffin would be the choice "right now" if McCoy can't play, then left open the possibility of going with Griffin regardless of the medical report -- and even said he could envision Kirk Cousins playing again this year.

"I don't want to really rush into any decision," Gruden said on Monday.

He reiterated that stance after Wednesday's practice.

A team source told ESPN that the Redskins do not believe McCoy's neck injury is career-threatening, but they still want to check his range of motion and flexibility, and see how it improves during the week before determining whether he'll be available to start.

McCoy said the pain Monday was the same as it was after this past Sunday's loss to the Rams. He was in clear discomfort when talking to the media in the locker room Monday.

He visited a specialist Monday and also has undergone an MRI and had X-rays to determine the extent of the injury.

McCoy was hurt during Sunday's 24-0 loss to the St. Louis Rams, a result that dropped the Redskins to 3-10 and took a further toll on coach and players. There is now broad speculation about the futures of Gruden, Griffin and general manager Bruce Allen beyond this season, and many in the organization were especially stunned over the weekend when longtime Washington linebacker London Fletcher made searing comments about defensive coordinator Jim Haslett.

Watching from afar in recent years as an offensive coordinator with the Bengals, Gruden knew the Redskins were often a source of news about off-field disarray, but it's totally different to live through it.

"It's a little bit more than I expected, yes," Gruden said. "But I understand that there are stories to be had. ... We try to stay positive and upbeat, and I try not to let the stories get to me or this team, and we try to nip them in the bud and address them in our meetings and move forward and try to stay together as a locker room, but that's just the way it is, man, I've learned here."

Griffin appeared done for the season -- and possibly for good in Washington -- when he was benched two weeks ago by Gruden, but the results haven't improved with McCoy. McCoy threw for just 199 yards with two interceptions Sunday before he was hurt in the fourth quarter, yielding to Griffin during the team's final drive.

Griffin didn't speak with reporters in the locker room Monday, although he performed an impressive athletic feat -- a between-the-legs, 360-degree dunk with a mini-basketball into a mini-hoop that players have installed to help pass the downtime on practice days.

"I'm going to walk away on that one," he said with a smile.

Gruden said Griffin will get some work with the starters at practice on Wednesday and Thursday. The coach was asked why he might expect Griffin to play better now after struggling earlier in the season.

"Hopefully he's taken a step back and taken everything in and has continued to learn the position and learn about the concepts we're trying run," Gruden said. "And hopefully he'll have a little bit more of a confident air about him when he jumps in and there's less indecision."

Gruden also addressed the overall demeanor of a team that's lost five straight and is on pace for a sixth last-place finish in seven years.

"Right now, in my opinion, we're lacking in fundamental confidence," Gruden said. "We've just got to get some pep in our step and play, have some fun. ..."

More on the QB situation via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

In a related note. ... The Washington Post reported Saturday there's a chance Gruden could be one-and-done if owner Dan Snyder determines he wants to hang on to Griffin rather than the first-time head coach. The problem is, that probably wouldn't have the support of the locker room. One player hung his head and said "Wow" when told this was even a possibility. Another player said it would be a "major mistake" to get rid of Gruden.

For now, ESPN.com's John Keim notes is just a scenario and not necessarily the most likely one. Not yet. But the fact that it's even mentioned shows how far the Redskins, once more, have dropped.

Gruden inherited a bad situation, but it's one that hasn't improved. The Redskins were 3-13 last year and are 3-10. Last season ended with major questions at quarterback. This season will end the same. Last season ended with a coaching change. This one?

"As a coach, you are judged on wins and losses," Gruden said, "and you know that going in. All you can do is. ... Try to figure out a way to get victories in the NFL. If you don't, obviously, you are always subject to the owners making a change. That's their right. I'm just going to keep coaching the way I know how and not worry about it and do the best I can."

It hasn't helped that the Redskins are 0-2 since Griffin was benched and McCoy threw two picks Sunday. It's not all McCoy's fault; then again, Griffin has played four full games this year, so that 3-10 mark is not just about him, either.

Keim believes the Redskins would be unwise to make such a move with Gruden. He still has a lot to prove as a head coach and this season certainly opened his eyes to more of what he needed on the roster and in the locker room. But a quarterback is high on the list. The confidence level in Griffin is low and that's not about to change.

Keim added: "It's not just about his play; it's about the circus. Sometimes Griffin creates it, other times he does not. Regardless, it's a constant. And it's one that has exhausted the coaches and some of the players."

But Snyder will have to determine if he wants to force Gruden to continue working with Griffin or if he wants to move on from a player with whom he has a strong relationship and who helped deliver an NFC East title just two years ago. While the coaches aren't sold on Griffin and the level he can reach, it's clear that Snyder isn't at that point -- but he was on board with the initial benching because, as one person in the organization said, "the play spoke for itself."

But if you fire Gruden and keep Griffin, who would leap to coach here? That would be two coaches in two years who had an issue with the quarterback and lost their job. The records are bad, too, and that can't be overlooked.

And if you get rid of Gruden, do you stop there? Allen should be on the same hot seat. He hired Gruden, brokered the Griffin trade and built the roster.

On the injury front. ... Roy Helu sprained a big toe during the fourth quarter against the Rams. Gruden said that the third-down back likely won't play at New York. A similar injury derailed Helu's 2012 season early so it wouldn't be a surprise if he's done for the year. ...

DeSean Jackson was inactive against St. Louis after badly bruising his lower right leg last Sunday at Indianapolis. Gruden is hopeful that Jackson will be ready this week. I'll have more on Jackson and Helu via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange noted, Alfred Morris is a Pro Bowl back, but he gained just six yards on eight carries against St. Louis for the worst game of his stellar three-year career. The holes certainly weren't there, but Morris didn't break any tackles either, once losing seven yards when swarmed by Rams defenders.

McCoy and reserve back Silas Redd combined for 19 yards on three carries.

Meanwhile, as CBSSports.com noted, we had a Pierre Garcon sighting against St. Louis with Jackson sidelined. An afterthought in the Redskins passing game just one year after hauling in 113 passes for 1,346 yards, the former Colt overcame a nine-game stretch in which he averaged 31.1 yards with 95 yards on nine catches, leading the team with 11 targets.

Can he keep the roll going?

That might depend on the quarterback and Jackson's health. Garcon owners will want to watch for more. 
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DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image63]
QB: Colt McCoy, Robert Griffin, Kirk Cousins 
RB: Alfred Morris, Silas Redd, Roy Helu 
FB: Darrell Young 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Pierre Garcon, Andre Roberts, Ryan Grant, Santana Moss, Leonard Hankerson 
TE: Jordan Reed, Niles Paul, Logan Paulsen 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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