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ARIZONA CARDINALS
According to ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss, the faster Larry Fitzgerald can erase Sunday's 35-6 embarrassing loss to the Seattle Seahawks, the better.

Nothing went right. Everything went wrong. But as Weinfuss stressed, neither one person nor one unit could be blamed for the Cardinals' loss. Not Ryan Lindley. Not the defense. Not the running game. Arizona's first loss at home this season, on national TV no less, was bad all over.

"I don't think much of anything really worked," Fitzgerald said. "We didn't execute the way we're capable of doing it, and that's frustrating.

"We put a lot of time and effort into going out there and executing the plays, and not having it come to fruition is frustrating."

But it may not matter how quickly Fitzgerald or any of his teammates forget about losing the game that would've clinched the NFC West and home-field advantage throughout the postseason -- Super Bowl included.

They may have to go through it all again this week.

Arizona's offense sputtered under Lindley, the third-year quarterback who hasn't started since 2012. His accuracy was an issue all game. His passes were either too high, too low or too wide. He completed 18 of 44 passes for 216 yards and an interception. His NFL-record streak of pass attempts without a touchdown grew to 225.

"I just wasn't on target for some of them," Lindley said. "We see it. "They're a good defense, but there are places to throw the ball. Tonight, there were some places that I missed. There were some places where they played good defense."

The Cardinals' offense didn't score a touchdown for the second straight game, giving them two in their past five games.

Yet for as wild as Lindley was, he still managed to march the Cardinals into the red zone twice. Both times, however, mistakes doomed potential touchdowns.

Whatever the case, all 18 points the Cardinals have scored in the past two games have come off field goals with rookie kicker Chandler Catanzaro Arizona's lone scorer.

For the season, Arizona's red-zone efficiency is 43.2 percent – fifth worst in the NFL.

"I think we had a shot," Lindley said. "We had that one nice drive where we got down there. Like I said, we'll look on film to know for sure, but we just couldn't punch it in, and that's going to fall on my shoulders … getting the ball in the right place and the other guys getting the ball in the end zone."

The pieces may not be picked up until Drew Stanton is healthy enough to play, whether that's Sunday at San Francisco or sometime in January during the playoffs.

But this week?

Head coach Bruce Arians said he will start rookie Logan Thomas in the team's regular-season finale against San Francisco.

"I think we need to find out what he can do," Arians said of Thomas, "for the future and the playoffs if it were to come to that. And that's my job to make sure we cover every base."

It's not that the game has no playoff implications.

Arizona (11-4) still can clinch the NFC West and No. 1 seed in the playoffs if it beats San Francisco and the Seahawks lose at home to St. Louis.

Otherwise, the Cardinals will be a wild card and open on the road.

Arians acknowledged that Stanton had a minor setback with his knee sprain last week.

There is optimism that Stanton will be ready for the playoffs, Arians added, "because he wants to be ready."

On Tuesday night, Arians put the chances at "85 percent" chance that Stanton will be ready for the Cardinals' first postseason game since 2009.

"He's going to practice some this week, and we'll see how he goes," Arians said. "Do not plan on playing him this week unless it was absolutely necessary."

Quarterback isn't the only concern on offense. Arians also conceded that Fitzgerald is "nowhere near" the form he showed prior to the No. 1 receiver's own knee sprain. Arians estimated Fitzgerald's health level at "70 percent."

Even with key players banged up, the Cardinals have no plans to rest their starters in the season finale.

"We are playing to win the game," Arians emphasized. ...

All that said, none of the Cardinals are appealing fantasy prospects for those in championship games; those playing in daily contests might find some value, however. ...

Other notes of interest. ... After running for 284 yards in their last two games, the Cardinals rushed for 29 yards on 15 carries. After being the spark for the running game, Kerwynn Williams ran for just four yards on two carries.

Arians said Williams didn't play much Sunday night because "he's not the best pass blocker that we have." Another reason was because the Cardinals didn't run the ball as much as the previous two weeks and the packages in place better fit Marion Grice and Stepfan Taylor.

Another reason might have been the fact he was limited by a sore knee in practice last week. It's worth watching this week. ...

And finally. ... Shortly before the loss to the Seahawks, Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio reported on NBC that Arizona had no plans to release Fitzgerald after the season.

Fitzgerald's future in Arizona has been the subject of great speculation due to his exorbitant $23.6 million salary cap figure in 2015. Florio reported that Fitzgerald could be traded, or may be open to restructure his deal or negotiate an extension.

On Monday, Cardinals general manager Steve Keim addressed the report during an interview on KMVP-FM in Arizona.

"We have to make good business decisions," Keim said, via the Cardinals' home site. "I don't think it's any secret that we said all along that it is our intent to have Larry Fitzgerald retire a Cardinal. I don't want to get into it too deep, but with planning purposes and financially, from a cap standpoint and all those sort of things, we have Larry's (cap) number already baked into our numbers.

"Now, any kind of business decisions moving forward, renegotiations with Larry and that sort of thing, we've had ongoing talks with (agent) Eugene Parker and we will continue to have ongoing talks. But again, the best I can tell you is that it is our intent to keep Larry and make sure he stays a Cardinal the rest of his career."

Fitzgerald is the face of the Cardinals and probably the most popular player in franchise history. This adds more nuance to an important business decision for Arizona. Most importantly, the 31-year-old Fitzgerald can still play, and his presence in the starting lineup makes the Cardinals a better team.

Fitzgerald is overpaid at this stage of his career, but consider it a surprise if he's not playing in the desert in 2015. 
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QB: Logan Thomas, Ryan Lindley, Drew Stanton 
RB: Stepfan Taylor, Kerwynn Williams, Marion Grice 
FB: Robert Hughes 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Michael Floyd, John Brown, Jaron Brown, Ted Ginn, Brittan Golden 
TE: Darren Fells, John Carlson, Robert Housler 
PK: Chandler Catanzaro 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
As ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure suggested, "If Julio Jones was in pain, he surely didn't show it."

The star receiver appeared to be his same old self in Sunday's 30-14 win over the rival New Orleans Saints. Jones played through a strained oblique muscle and finished with a team-leading 107 receiving yards on seven catches. He was targeted eight times.

"I felt OK," Jones said. "I know I needed to be out there with my teammates. I missed last week. Before the game, I went out and ran around. I felt pretty good: Not 100 percent, but it was good enough to go out there and get the `W.'"

Jones actually leaped high in the air to catch his first pass for a 23-yard pickup.

"When the ball is in the air, I've got to get it," Jones said. "I don't hear nothing. I don't feel nothing. I just catch the ball."

Jones also had a key, 24-yard reception right before halftime that set up Matt Ryan's 3-yard shovel pass to Eric Weems for a touchdown.

"They played us a lot of man to man, and we kind of exposed them," Jones said of the Saints. "We've got a lot of great playmakers over here, and we made plays."

Ryan was 3 for 3 for 63 yards on balls thrown at least 15 yards downfield to Jones, according to ESPN Stats & Information. Ryan surely appreciated having Jones back after missing him against the Pittsburgh Steelers.

"You can't say enough about what Julio did today," Ryan said. "Obviously, he's been hurting the last couple of weeks and for him to gut it out and play the way he did today, I think that speaks volumes about his great toughness but also showcases what a stud he is. When he's out there, he's making plays that a lot of other people aren't capable of making, So, obviously when he's on the field, that's a big deal for us."

It was Jones' third straight 100-yard game. He has posted 100-plus receiving yards seven times this season. Jones seven receptions gave him and even 100 catches for the season. He is the fourth Falcon to record 100 catches in a season, joining Roddy White (twice), Terance Mathis and Eric Metcalf.

The Falcons just need Jones to be his same dynamic self next week against the Carolina Panthers, even if he's not 100 percent.

"Yeah, I'll be OK," Jones said. "Just keep getting treatment. They've been doing a great job here with me. And I've got to keep going."

Jones talked about the challenge ahead for the Falcons, who can cap a roller-coaster like season by defeating the Panthers next Sunday for the NFC South title.

"It's a big game because it's the next game," Jones said. "We can add any more pressure to ourselves. We've just got to continue to do what we do.

"It's so many people out there that doubt you; say you can do this, you can't do that: You guys are 5-8 or whatever that was. We control what we do in this locker room. We just got to keep fighting. People are going to jump on the bandwagon, they're going to jump off the bandwagon. But when you get to that postseason, the season is 0-0."

The Falcons, now 6-9, kept their postseason hopes alive by beating their bitter rival -- on the road, no less. If they beat the Carolina Panthers this Sunday at home, the Falcons win the NFC South and host a first-round playoff game. They controlled their destiny entering the day, and Sunday took care of the hardest part of the equation. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Ryan recorded a passer rating above 100 for the fourth straight game and the seventh time this season. He has led the Falcons to a 37-5 mark when he posts a passer rating of 100 or higher.

As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper notes, the Falcons didn't need much from running back Steven Jackson to knock off the Saints on Sunday and it's not clear yet whether they'll have him in the lineup at all when they try to do the same to the Panthers.

Jackson left the win over the Saints in the first half with a quad injury and didn't return, finishing the day with four carries and one reception. Head coach Mike Smith said Monday that Jackson was having further tests done to evaluate the injury, which means we'll be waiting until later in the week for an idea about whether or not he'll play against Carolina. McClure, however, is reporting that Jackson is likely to be available this week.

That said, Jackson was not practicing Wednesday; I'll be following up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Devonta Freeman was the most effective back in New Orleans, running five times for 36 yards and a touchdown and catching three passes for 48 more yards.

Overall, the Falcons rushed 22 times for 81 yards (3.7 per carry) and one touchdown.

One last note here. ... The Falcons will battle the Panthers for the NFC South crown without the services of safety William Moore, who was put on injured reserve due to a shoulder injury. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, T.J. Yates, Sean Renfree 
RB: Steven Jackson, Devonta Freeman, Jacquizz Rodgers 
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, wide receiver Steve Smith expressed his frustration more than any other player after the Baltimore Ravens' 25-13 loss at the Houston Texans.

"Bottom line is offensively, we just got our ass kicked," Smith said. "That's what happened. That's what the score looks like. That's what it looks like when you just lose. That is the consequences of losing."

Smith's frustrations weren't contained to just the team's on-the-field performance, he also took aim at those that will criticize the team's play.

"We expect and understand and anticipate all of the negative feedback and all of the fat, lazy, sorry couch quarterbacks are going to come out," Smith said. "We expect that and understand that. We're not going to pay attention to it."

Known for his volatility, Smith then lashed out at a reporter who asked about his level of concern about the offense. The Ravens managed a season-low 211 yards of total offense, completing 42 percent of their passes and averaging 2.1 yards per carry.

"Won't you write and then I can tell you how much [manure] is," Smith said.

The Ravens lost control of their playoff fate by getting upset by the Texans on Sunday. They were eliminated from the AFC North race and will need other teams to lose in order to make the postseason.

On Sunday, Smith caught five passes for 49 yards. Quarterback Joe Flacco was intercepted three times, and running back Justin Forsett was held to a season-low 19 yards rushing.

In the end, one of the worst games of Flacco's career led to the Ravens (9-6) losing control of their playoff fate.

The Ravens are no longer guaranteed a playoff berth if they win in the regular-season finale. To clinch next Sunday, the Ravens would need to beat the Cleveland Browns at home and the San Diego Chargers would have to lose at the Kansas City Chiefs. The Ravens were eliminated from the AFC North title race after the Pittsburgh Steelers beat the Chiefs on Sunday.

Head coach John Harbaugh said the team won't be scoreboard watching because that would just interfere with focus on the Browns.

"We will be wholly and fully engaged in the task at hand," Harbaugh said. "We will be very determined. This is a determined football team. It's a football team that has put (in) a great deal of effort (and) has been through a lot of adversity. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Flacco threw three interceptions in a game for the first time since the 2013 regular-season finale, and the Texans converted his three turnovers into 13 points. Flacco had thrown only one interception in his previous five games. He finished 21-of-50 for 195 yards passing and two touchdowns.

Flacco had a nightmare first half, completing 3 of 18 passes for 27 yards and two interceptions. Flacco's 16.7 completion rate was the worst completion rate in a half in his career and the worst in a half for any quarterback this season (minimum 10 attempts), according to ESPN Stats & Information.

Forsett suffered an undisclosed injury and didn't carry the ball in the final nine minutes of the game.

As mentioned above, Forsett was held to a season-low 19 yards on 10 carries.

In the past two games, Forsett has totaled 68 yards rushing and has been held under three yards per carry, an indication that the heaviest workload of his seven-year career is taking a toll. There have been signs of the NFL's fifth-leading rusher wearing down, from a knee injury a couple of weeks ago to an ankle injury on Sunday which forced him to miss the final nine minutes of the game.

"I'm fine. I'm ready to go," Forsett said after Sunday's loss. "The defense did a great job, stopping us and stopping the run. Sometimes it's like that. We have to find a way to execute and win games. We just didn't do that today."

Forsett has now carried the ball 218 times, which ranks 10th-most in the NFL this season. That's also 100 more carries than he's received in any of his previous six seasons.

As Hensley suggested, teams are beginning to figure out that stopping the Ravens' run game throws everything out of whack for the Ravens' offense. The Ravens are 8-1 when they rush for over 120 yards, and they're 1-4 when they are held under 100 yards. The Ravens managed 33 yards on the ground against the Houston Texans, which was only ranked 14th against the run.

The Ravens don't have many options outside of Forsett, especially after rookie Lorenzo Taliaferro was placed on injured reserve with a foot injury. On Sunday, undrafted rookie Fitzgerald Toussaint replaced Bernard Pierce as the No. 2 back and finished with 11 yards on four carries.

Getting the ground game on track is essential Sunday against a Cleveland Browns team that ranks near the bottom of the NFL in run defense. ...

Owen Daniels did not have a welcoming homecoming on his return to Houston after the Texans cut him in the offseason. Daniels had just one catch for seven yards.

"We turned the ball over a couple times, guys slipped and fell and we threw some picks on our side of the field," Daniels said. "That's always tough. It took a while to get a first down. They brought some pressures we hadn't seen from them all season. We had seen it from other teams so it wasn't a huge surprise. It was just kind of weird seeing it from those guys. ..."

Torrey Smith produced the Ravens' only touchdowns, catching TD passes of 8 and 20 yards. Smith did have a bad drop earlier in the game. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Tyrod Taylor 
RB: Justin Forsett, Fitzgerald Toussaint, 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 ESPN.com's Mike Rodak put it, the playoff hopes of the Buffalo Bills (8-7) were "sucked in, swallowed up and left to rot" Sunday at the Black Hole, where the lowly Oakland Raiders (3-12) spoiled what had been a promising late-season run by a team that has now hitched another season to its 15-year postseason drought.

Everyone knew that it would take all sorts of help for the Bills to find their way into the playoffs in a crowded AFC field, but few expected it would end this way, with a 26-24 loss to the Raiders that eliminated the Bills from playoff contention.

The sting around the Bills' locker room wasn't just because this was another season where players will pack up and watch January's games from home. This year was different. Instead of turning their attention to the draft as is the annual custom by this point in the season, Bills fans dove head-first last week into crunching the scenarios that would get the team into the playoffs.

This wasn't what was supposed to happen.

The Bills' defense -- rightfully vaunted after a head-turning win over Green Bay Packers last Sunday -- laid an egg against a Raiders offense that ranked dead last in several statistics. Allowing a struggling rookie quarterback, Derek Carr, to complete a 51-yard pass on third-and-22 -- with the game on the line late in the fourth quarter -- isn't the mark of a playoff team.

Nor is managing just 13 rushing yards in the game. Already handcuffed by their well-documented quarterback problem, the Bills' once-superior running game continued to deteriorate Sunday, putting up the franchise's worst single-game performance since a 4-yard outing in 1997.

"Hell, I don't even know if we rushed the ball for even 20 yards, which is flat-out embarrassing," tight end Lee Smith said. "We're grown men. We all work very hard. We all dedicate ourselves to this game, and when you get your ass whooped up front for four quarters, it's embarrassing."

While C.J. Spiller's four carries for negative-4 yards jumps out on the stat sheet and contributed to the running game's woes, it wasn't entirely his fault. The offensive linemen, whose play has been inconsistent all season, dropped the ball when the Bills needed a lock-down win Sunday.

Is this as bad as Doug Marrone has seen his blockers play this season?

"Yeah," he responded succinctly.

Even the Bills' run defense, which has slid since a strong start to the season, was gashed at times Sunday by a Raiders offense that entered the game averaging a league-low 74 yards rushing per game.

"They hit the big plays," Marrone said.

A backfield combination of Latavius Murray and Darren McFadden combined for 140 rushing yards on 32 carries, including a pair of 25-yard runs that supplemented passes of 51 and 50 yards by Carr. Losing Marcell Dareus in the second quarter to a knee injury was a contributing factor, but the air-tight Bills' defense that handed Aaron Rodgers the worst game of his career last week was nowhere to be found in Oakland.

Forget about scoreboard-watching and deciphering tiebreakers; the least of the Bills' obstacles to making the playoffs was their trip to Oakland this weekend, and they blew it.

Because of that, their season is over, the postseason drought continues and fans' hopes were raised a little bit higher only to come down crashing that much harder.

"There's no putting into words with how disappointed I am with myself, and just the way we played in general," safety Aaron Williams said. "We just didn't come out and play.

"We had the playoffs this year and we let it slip away."

Riding high after taking down the Green Bay Packers, the Bills made a cross-country trip to Oakland with high hopes. Now they have none.

Other notes of interest. ... As CBSSports.com's Scott White noted, trailing early with their playoff hopes on the line, the Bills didn't stick with the running game for long, attempting only three runs in the second half. But in a way, that worked to running back Fred Jackson's advantage. He's such a good pass-catcher out of the backfield that he still topped 100 total yards, doing so for the first time since returning from a groin injury in Week 12.

Even with the return of Spiller from a long-term shoulder injury, Jackson still led the Bills in carries, but with only six for 10 yards. He also led the team in catches with nine for 93 yards. He had 10 catches just two weeks ago. ...

As the Sports Xchange suggested, we shouldn't be fooled by Kyle Orton's 329 passing yards and three touchdowns; the 10-year veteran was outplayed by Oakland rookie Derek Carr.

Orton threw two brutal interceptions, and he misfired frequently in another game where his seemingly impressive statistics were meaningless. Sammy Watkins, Scott Chandler and Robert Woods caught touchdown passes, but the offensive line was atrocious. Orton was only sacked twice, but he was pressured too many times to count.

Still, Marrone said he was sticking with Orton as the starter this week.

"We'll play the players who give us the best chance to win," Marrone said.

With his 42-yard touchdown from Orton in the first quarter, Watkins finished with three catches for a team-high 75 yards.

He now needs 75 yards receiving to reach 1,000 and has 62 catches and six touchdowns. ...

Marrone told reporters on Tuesday that new Bills co-owner Terry Pegula has given him no assurances about his job.

"And I say that knowing that now is really not the time for that in our profession," Marrone said. "Maybe some other people would do that. I'm probably not the best person to talk to because I'm wired a little bit differently. Like I said, my focus is just on this game and winning. I don't want to focus on the other stuff. The things that you can't control, you don't worry about. Those things will happen, I'm sure, when the season is over. I'm not interested in that. I'm interested in doing the best job I can for the Buffalo Bills. As Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio suggests, even if Marrone isn't wired to worry about getting assurances, nothing stops the Pegulas from giving Marrone an assurance. Silence suggests that the Pegulas could be thinking about making a change. Marrone, and the rest of the world, will likely get an answer by next Monday.

And finally. ... The Bills released wide receiver Mike Williams on Monday, the team announced.

With Williams healthy from his calf injury, the Bills agreed to outright release the wide receiver, making him free to sign with another team, his agent, Hadley Engelhard, had earlier told ESPN's Adam Schefter. Engelhard added that this will give his client a chance to sign with a playoff contender or get a head start on finding a team for 2015.

Before his release, Williams had been under contract with the Bills through 2018. His deal includes a $5.2 million base salary next season that will not become fully guaranteed until the third day of the league year in March.

In nine games active this season, Williams caught eight passes for 142 yards and a touchdown. 
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QB: Kyle Orton, EJ Manuel 
RB: Fred Jackson, C.J. Spiller, Anthony Dixon, Bryce Brown 
FB: MarQueis Gray 
WR: Sammy Watkins, Robert Woods, Chris Hogan, Marquise Goodwin, Marcus Thigpen, Marcus Easley, Deonte Thompson 
TE: Scott Chandler, MarQueis Gray, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Associated Press sports writer Steve Reed noted this week, the Panthers have used another strong December push under fourth-year coach Ron Rivera to reclaim the NFC South division lead.

Yes, the 6-8-1 Panthers.

Despite going more than two months without a victory this season, Carolina enters Week 17 in first place and needing a win or tie Sunday at Atlanta to repeat as division champions after climbing back into the playoff hunt with a 3-0 December.

"Believe me, I always said it -- we're in it," Rivera said. "Again, I'm making no apologies for being in it."

Strong finishes have become commonplace since Rivera's arrival.

The Panthers are 14-3 in December games since Rivera took over as coach in 2011. Only Bill Belichick and the New England Patriots have a better record (15-2), according to STATS.

Rivera attributes Carolina's strong finish to incorporating younger players into the lineup late in the season, and his players putting in extra work on the field after practice.

"A lot of our guys stay after to do the extra things, the little things," Rivera said. "A lot of our young players do the little things. Probably the one thing I wish is we could be better in the month of October or late September, that's for sure."

In the midst of a seven-game winless streak, the Panthers decided to begin playing younger -- and in many cases, faster -- players. They got rid of veteran wide receiver Jason Avant and cornerback Antoine Cason and benched safety Thomas DeCoud.

The result is a team that looks different than the one that lined up opening day.

The Panthers started a franchise-record seven rookies on Sunday against Cleveland.

Philly Brown started alongside Kelvin Benjamin, giving the Panthers more speed at wide receiver. Guards Andrew Norwell and Trai Turner have helped shore up the offensive line.

Defensively, the Panthers start two rookies in the secondary in cornerback Bene Benwikere and Tre Boston. Rookie outside linebacker Adarius Glanton got his first start Sunday in place of the injured A.J. Klein.

"You get seven rookies on the field playing meaningful minutes at meaningful times in the game, that's a big number," Rivera said. "I thought they've all handled it well."

Offensive coordinator Mike Shula said Rivera placed an emphasis on winning in his first season in 2011.

Rivera inherited a team that went 2-14 in the year before and the Panthers got off to a rocky 3-8 start.

Instead of writing off the season, Rivera talked about building a foundation for the future.

The Panthers, with nothing to play for, went 3-2 in December that season.

That momentum seems to have carried over.

The Panthers have won 10 of their past 11 December games, including a 17-13 victory at home against Cleveland on Sunday.

"We talked about getting used to winning in December," Shula said. "Because that is what you are going to have to do to get in the postseason."

Panthers linebacker Luke Kuechly said the players never stopped believing they could win the division.

"We just had to tweak a couple things and by the time December rolled around, we were a team that was ready to roll," Kuechly said. "We got hot at the right time. We've just got to keep rolling now."

Other notes of interest. ... While Cam Newton's game wasn't graceful, his play was inspiring to teammates.

"He played with his heart on his sleeve," running back Jonathan Stewart said.

"He created an opportunity for us," Rivera said of the QB.

As ESPN.com's David Newton suggested, that's why Rivera went with Cam Newton and his back injury over a fully healthy Derek Anderson, who led Carolina to a 19-17 victory over Tampa Bay a week earlier. Newton's ability to run -- he had 63 yards on 12 carries -- brings an added dimension to the offense.

But it was Newton's heart, not his legs, which most were talking about afterwards.

"For a guy to have a broken back, basically, and run around and do the things he did ... it's amazing," fullback Mike Tolbert said. "But nothing he does any more surprises me."

Rivera said Newton's effort "speaks to who he is and his toughness."

"But also what he means to his teammates," Rivera said. "Just the fact that every day he came out -- Wednesday, Thursday, Friday -- and the way his teammates rallied around him and worked with him, that was extraordinary."

Newton made the Panthers better on this day. Beyond his running, he completed 18 of 31 pass attempts for 201 yards and a touchdown.

"He was the Cam Newton that we know," Kuechly said. "That's just a testament to him. Cam's a tough, tough guy. Hat's off to him. ..."

The red zone and special teams continue to be issues. The Panthers failed to score a touchdown on their first trip inside the 20, thanks to a dropped pass by Tolbert and a bad pass by Newton to Benjamin on third down. They made it into the end zone on their next trip despite a false start on the first play.

As for special teams, an illegal block in the back negated a lengthy punt return and an illegal wedge (yes, don't hear that often) on a kickoff forced the Panthers to start one drive from the 6.

Stewart caught the game-winning touchdown and led the team in rushing with 122 yards on 24 carries. His 30-yard run with less than two minutes left sealed this one. Stewart's 437 rushing yards the last four weeks is the highest total in the NFL during that timeframe.

DeAngelo Williams was declared inactive prior to kickoff but he should be ready to return from his broken hand this week. The question is, will we see much of him given Stewart's success? Watch the Late-Breaking Updates section of the site for more in coming days

Benjamin caught five of his 12 targets for 47 yards. He has 999 receiving yards this year.

Jerricho Cotchery caught all five of his targets for the second straight game.

Greg Olsen had 20 catches in his previous two games. He didn't catch his first and only pass Sunday until about 9:42 remained in the fourth quarter.

The Panthers have activated defensive end Frank Alexander from the reserve/exempt list and placed wide receiver De'Andre Presley on injured reserve with a concussion. Alexander missed 14 games while serving consecutive suspensions for violating the league's substance-abuse policy. 
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QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson, Joe Webb 
RB: Jonathan Stewart, DeAngelo Williams, Fozzy Whittaker 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Kelvin Benjamin, Philly Brown, Jerricho Cotchery, Brenton Bersin 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
Jay Cutler is returning to the Chicago Bears' lineup and will start the final game of the season after Jimmy Clausen suffered a concussion.

The Bears are going back to Cutler for this week's game at Minnesota after benching him for Sunday's loss to Detroit.

Clausen was injured on a helmet-to-helmet hit by Detroit's Ezekiel Ansah while scrambling on Chicago's final drive of Sunday's 20-14 loss. Ansah received an unnecessary roughness penalty.

Head coach Marc Trestman would not say Monday if a healthy Clausen would have made another start.

"That's not an issue right now," he said.

The quarterback situation has been a big issue lately after Trestman decided last week to make a change with Cutler leading the league in interceptions (18) and turnovers (24).

It was a surprising move by a team that signed the quarterback to a huge seven-year deal after last season, and it raised big questions about Cutler's future in Chicago.

Even receiver Brandon Marshall admitted Monday during his radio show on ESPN 1000 he's "sure there's some bitterness there or something there," and that Cutler coming back "is playing with your emotions a little bit."

In addition, ESPN.com's Michael C. Wright questioned the decision to go back to Cutler in a meaningless game for more practical (and obvious) reasons.

Wright explained: "Cutler's salary guarantees make it difficult enough to trade the quarterback because any franchise grabbing him would basically be forced to make a two-year commitment. So the quarterback going down with an injury in a meaningless game would only increase the difficulty the Bears already face this offseason, if the plan truly is to move Cutler."

Then again, no one appears to be safe with the Bears missing the playoffs for the seventh time in eight years after opening the season with high expectations.

The future of everyone from general manager Phil Emery to Trestman to the assistant coaches and the players is open for discussion.

Clausen, making his first start since he was a rookie with Carolina in 2010, played turnover-free ball until a late interception. He completed 23 of 39 passes for 181 yards.

The Bears said Clausen was monitored by the team's medical staff and the NFL's concussion monitor and showed no signs of a concussion immediately after the hit or on the final four plays of the drive. The team said he was checked on the sideline and after the game and passed all tests.

The Bears said Clausen started having issues in the evening and was taken to a hospital, where he was examined by a team doctor and diagnosed. ...

For what it's worth, Wright noted the body-language police likely focused a critical eye on Cutler during Sunday's loss to the Lions, but behind the scenes, the benched quarterback spent extra time at Halas Hall preparing Clausen for his first start since his rookie season with the Carolina Panthers in 2010.

"He was involved during the week in the meetings, actively and vocally involved," Trestman said of Cutler. "Today, he did what you would expect him to do. He was with Jimmy and [quarterbacks coach] Matt [Cavanaugh] between series and was part of the dialogue."

Clausen threw two touchdown passes and an interception, with a passer rating of 77.0. But with just two days of prep time, Clausen said Cutler and rookie David Fales stayed with him until nearly 9 p.m. those nights at the team's facilities.

When Clausen signed with the team in June, Cutler immediately took the backup quarterback under his wing.

"We only had two days to prepare for this game, so we stayed pretty much until 8:30 p.m. every single night, trying to watch as much tape as possible, get all the calls down," Clausen said. "Get everything down to make sure we were prepared for this game. But Jay was great. ..."

Whatever the case, Cutler now gets one more chance to show the current coaching staff or future coaching staff or perhaps a future employer what he's capable of. ...

By the way, Cutler's return might be good news for guys like Martellus Bennett and Alshon Jeffrey.

As ESPN.com's Jeff Dickerson suggested, Bennett doesn't seem to have much of a connection with Clausen. The tight end was targeted only three times, catching one pass for 0 yards. Bennett needs eight receptions in the season-finale to reach 90 for the year.

Jeffery had a rough afternoon against the Lions, dropping several passes for Clausen. Jeffery finished the game with only six grabs for 72 yards and one touchdown despite being targeted a game-high 15 times.

Other notes of interest. ... Chicago's offensive line gave up seven sacks in the team's loss to the New Orleans Saints' 31st-ranked defense, yet it kept Clausen relatively clean against Detroit's No. 2-ranked defense. The Bears lined up with their seventh combination of starters against the Saints, only to see that number climb to combination No. 8 against the Lions as Kyle Long was forced out of the lineup due to a hip injury.

With Ryan Groy and Michael Ola filling in at the guard spots, the Bears limited Detroit's dominant front four to only one sack.

At least Chicago attempted to run, unlike in their first meeting with Detroit when Matt Forte carried the football a season-low five times. But yards proved tough to come by against the NFL's No. 1 rushing defense. Forte ran 19 times for 55 yards (2.9 yards per carry). Committing to 19 rushing attempts helped keep the Lions defensive line from teeing off and let Clausen go into attack mode.

Robbie Gould missed his third straight game Sunday due to a quad injury and said he is finished for the season. Jay Feely will continue to kick in his place. 
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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
According to ESPN.com's Coley Harvey, when the Bengals arrived at Paul Brown Stadium for interviews last Tuesday, they knew they would be getting the questions.

Losers of two night games earlier in the season, they had a 2-6 record in prime time since 2011, the year Andy Dalton was made the starting quarterback. With an 8:30 p.m. kickoff on the horizon, reporters and fans wanted to know: why were they so bad in such big, nationally televised games?

The Bengals had few answers, but they did know that they were tired of having to answer the questions.

"It is annoying, and it's our job to make it unannoying," safety George Iloka said.

Though the questions probably won't completely fade after the Bengals' 37-28 win against the Denver Broncos on "Monday Night Football," they ought to be silenced slightly entering Sunday's night kickoff in Pittsburgh. Win again on the big stage, and now all of a sudden, the concerns about Dalton and the bright lights start to fade.

A playoff berth was the byproduct of Monday's victory, making it all the more sweet for the Bengals that they got in by winning the type of game so few believed they could. If they beat Pittsburgh, they will have clinched a second straight AFC North title, and -- coupled with a Denver loss to the Oakland Raiders next Sunday -- could finish with the AFC's No. 2 seed.

"Until we had a win like this, people kept saying we couldn't win in prime time," Dalton said. "So yes, it was big for us to get this win. Regardless of what people were saying, this win meant more because it got us in the playoffs. We know what we are going up against next week, but this was a big win for us."

Dalton is now the fifth quarterback in league history to lead his team to the playoffs in his first four seasons.

This victory was the kind that put veteran offensive tackle Andrew Whitworth in a reflective mood. The Bengals have now reached the postseason a franchise-record four straight years, and have been to the playoffs five of the past six.

"I don't take that for granted," the nine-year veteran told Harvey. "I know a lot of good football players that never made it. And to be a captain for all of those. That's something I won't take for granted, and it's something I'm super proud of."

So was Marvin Lewis, who claimed Monday his 100th win as a head coach. In five playoff trips since 2005, his teams have yet to win.

"It's expected, but there's more out there," Lewis said. "Obviously, you've got to climb the mountain to get to this point, and [the players] have done that thus far. They just keep doing it and doing it and doing it, and we've got to just keep going. We've got another big week that's coming up."

After a day off Tuesday, the Bengals will treat the rest of the week like normal. They will practice Wednesday through Friday. That includes a Christmas Day practice that will be closed to media.

Meanwhile, Harvey reports that A.J. Green is planning on playing Sunday. The star wideout told Harvey minutes after Monday night's win that he had a bruised right biceps following a hard shot he suffered on the Bengals' second drive of the game.

Cameras caught Green grimacing multiple times as trainers tried to work on his arm on the sideline. At one point, he even went into the locker room for X-rays.

Green said the tests were negative and that he didn't think the injury would keep him from next week's regular-season finale.

"If I can go, I'm going. No matter what it is," Green said. "We're playing for something big. We're playing for home-field advantage."

According to NFL Network's Albert Breer, there's optimism within the organization that Green will be ready.

For the record, this was the second time in his career that Green hasn't had a catch in a game he has played. The first was against Atlanta in Week 2 of this season, when Green injured his toe during the game.

I'll be following up on Green, who wasn't practicing Wednesday -- and Dalton, who was sent home Wednesday due to illness -- via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Jeremy Hill ran for 147 yards, the most by any player against Denver this season. He became the fourth Bengals rookie to rush for 1,000 yards and the first since Corey Dillon in 1997.

Hill's 85-yard touchdown run in the first quarter was the second-longest rushing touchdown ever against the Broncos, trailing only Ahman Green's 98-yarder in 2003.

The 86 yards after contact on Hill's touchdown are the most on any run by any player in the past five seasons. Hill ran for a total of 103 yards after contact, the second-most in a game by any player this season, trailing only teammate Giovani Bernard, who had 105 in Week 6 against Carolina.

The Broncos entered the game allowing the fewest rushing yards after contact in the league this season.

As a team, the Bengals ran for 207 yards, marking the first time since 2003 that they've run for 200 yards in consecutive games. The 166 rushing yards in the first half were Cincinnati's most in a first half in the past 15 seasons.

Dalton completed 17 passes, with 15 of them coming on passes 10 yards or fewer downfield. Dalton had struggled on short passes entering this game, with more interceptions (six) than touchdowns (five) on such passes this season.

Dalton threw two touchdowns from outside the pocket for the first time in his career, doubling his season total of such touchdowns entering Monday. 
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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
As Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers framed it, "Perhaps fitting, Johnny Manziel's final play was a 1-yard loss.

"He didn't get very far in his rookie season. ..."

Manziel will sit out Cleveland's finale with a hamstring injury he sustained during Sunday's loss to Carolina in his second career start. Manziel's injury, coupled with a shoulder injury to Brian Hoyer, could force the Browns to start undrafted rookie quarterback Connor Shaw, who spent the season on the team's practice squad, in the season finale at Baltimore.

Head coach Mike Pettine told reporters that Hoyer was too sore from a hard hit absorbed last week against the Panthers to practice Tuesday, or to make a decision now.

"In the real circumstances we're in, Brian would be down today," Pettine said, via Mary Kay Cabot of the Cleveland Plain Dealer.

They're going to give undrafted rookie Connor Shaw all the reps in practice Tuesday, just in case.

Pettine said he wasn't sure that Hoyer could get to 100 percent in time for this week's game with the Ravens, which is why they called Rex Grossman (who said no thanks) before signing Tyler Thigpen. In addition to his injured shoulder, Hoyer has a badly bruised bicep, a league source toldESPN's Adam Caplan.

To make room for Thigpen, the Browns waived fullback Ray Agnew, who started nine games and appeared in 12.

Shaw went 27-5 as a starter and passed for 6,074 yards and 56 touchdowns for the South Carolina Gamecocks. ...

Highly thought of by South Carolina coach Steve Spurrier, Shaw done the grunt work with the scout team much of the season as a practice squad quarterback. As ESPN.com's Pat McManamon notes, Pettine said all the right things about Shaw's work ethic and preparation, but asking him to play in a game where the Ravens have the playoffs on the line is a tough task.

Then again, Houston signed Case Keenum last week and he led the Texans to a win over the Ravens.

I'll be following up on the quarterback situation via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses, but the bigger story goes beyond this week's game.

Pettine said Monday that Manziel's injury needs several weeks to recover, meaning the hyped first-round draft pick will end his first NFL season where it began -- on the sideline. The Browns only got to see Manziel in two starts and he was on the field for just 72 plays, making it difficult to evaluate him as their future quarterback. The rookie was placed on season-ending IR on Wednesday.

Pettine believes Manziel made progress in his limited opportunities and developed on and off the field.

"He's made strides and I know it was a lot to throw at him as a rookie just coming from the system in which he played. And I just think it's difficult sometimes to evaluate the player when you're not necessarily playing at a high level around him," Pettine said.

Manziel was 3 of 8 for 32 yards against the Panthers before he went down in the second quarter. The 22-year-old said he tweaked his hamstring earlier in the game, and he may have hurt it worse on a sprint out which ended with him being driven out of bounds by two Carolina defenders.

Manziel's first-season stats weren't much. He finished 18 of 35 for 175 yards and two interceptions.

"The sample size is tough," Pettine said. "Going back and looking at it, he did some good things."

Hoyer, who started the first 13 games before being benched, replaced Manziel and rallied the Browns (7-8) before they fell 17-13, extending their losing streak to four. Pettine said Hoyer hurt his right shoulder when he was hit making a long throw in the second half.

Pettine said it could be several days before the Browns know if Hoyer can play against the Ravens.

"I just know he is very sore today and the day after is usually very difficult," Pettine said. "Time is going to heal it, but we'll let it die down and quiet down enough for him to be available on Sunday."

Manziel's season began with questions about his work ethic following an offseason of well-documented partying. He couldn't beat out Hoyer for the starting job in training camp and didn't get his first game experience until Nov. 30. He came off the bench in the fourth quarter at Buffalo and led the Browns on a TD drive.

When he replaced Hoyer and started Cleveland's home finale, Manziel, the Browns' 21st starting quarterback since 1999, struggled badly. He looked unprepared, overmatched. Now, the Browns must decide if they saw enough positives to go forward with Manziel as their franchise QB.

Pettine won't worry about that until the season's over.

"We have one week left," he said. "We're going to focus all our energy and effort into that one. And when we're done from that one, we're going to focus all our effort and energy into next season. There's a lot to soak in. We're going to evaluate everything we've done in our football operations, from A to Z, and quarterback's going to be a big part of it."

As Withers suggested, "With the Browns, it always is. ..."

Meanwhile, five weeks into a serious rut for the offense, wide receiver Andrew Hawkins still can't quite figure out what's changed with the offense (11.7 points per game during this four-game losing streak). The quarterback switch isn't an excuse, Hawkins said, because the offense has to produce regardless. "Honestly, I can't [explain it]," Hawkins said. "It's a combination of things."

One thing that fantasy owners will point to is Josh Gordon's failure to hit the ground running -- as we were all expected -- in the four games since returning from his 10-game suspension.

Gordon has a modest 20 catches, none for a touchdown. He's averaging 12.9 yards per reception. He continues to struggle with the plays and running the right patterns. As Plain Dealer staffer Terry Pluto put it, "He looks nothing like the Josh Gordon who was a Pro Bowl player last season. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... The Browns still struggled to run the ball. Isaiah Crowell had a 28-yard run. He had only 27 yards in his other 15 carries. The Browns used no other running back. They had 84 total yards rushing.

To open the season, they ran for more than 100 yards in 4-of-5 games. In the last 10 games, they have been over 100 yards only three times. Pro Bowl center Alex Mack has been injured for the last 10 games.

Pettine mentioned that rookie Terrance West (zero carries) did not practice well last week. So he played very little in this game.

According to ESPN.com's Jeremy Fowler, Jordan Cameron's fourth-quarter touchdown catch showed his value to the offense. Cameron can catch and run as well as most any other NFL tight end, and when he was not on the field this season because of his concussion, the offense suffered. Cameron's 81-yard score was the longest play by the Browns this season and the longest road touchdown reception by a Browns player since 1969, according to ESPN Stats & Information.

One last note here. ... Hawkins is nursing a sore thumb and sat out Tuesday's practice. 
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QB: Connor Shaw, Brian Hoyer, Tyler Thigpen 
RB: Isaiah Crowell, Terrance West, Glenn Winston, Shaun Draughn 
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
According to Associated Press sports writer Schuyler Dixon, DeMarco Murray had head coach Jason Garrett believing he would play with a broken hand almost as soon as the injury happened.

Once the star running back made it through a playoff-clinching win over Indianapolis, it hardly mattered that he had a season-low 58 yards. The impact of his decision on the Cowboys couldn't be measured that way.

"The mindset and mentality that he had -- starting in the locker room last week, on the plane ride, after the surgery," Garrett said. "He just didn't waver. 'I'm playing, coach. Coach, I'm playing. Coach, I'm playing.' It was with a look that was so determined that its impact on our football team was so strong."

Murray broke his left hand in a win at Philadelphia that gave the Cowboys (11-4) the NFC East lead. He had surgery the next day, was doing individual drills with protective padding two days after that, and had 22 carries in a 42-7 win over the Colts that clinched the division title and ended Dallas' four-year playoff drought.

The Cowboys limited Murray's touches, employing backup Joseph Randle to take over on a few series as well as on third-down plays when defenses send more blitzers.

As ESPN.com's Calvin Watkins suggested, "It wasn't like Murray played with a broken leg, but for a man who plays with such a physical style he needed to send a message -- in a contract year, no doubt -- that he can play with a broken hand. "

"It affected me a little bit, it was hurting throughout the game," said Murray, who matched his season low in per-carry average at 2.6 yards from the previous week against the Eagles. "But I made my mind up a long time ago that I was going to play. I was happy to be out there and happy to do whatever I can to help this team win and it's awesome with the win."

Murray most likely won't reach the coveted 2,000 yard season that only seven players have accomplished in league history. Murray is 255 yards away from 2K, yet he's just 28 yards from tying Emmitt Smith for the franchise's season mark of 1,773.

Murray's total (1,745) is second highest in franchise history and puts him in the MVP race. Dez Bryant said the Cowboys have co-MVPs in Tony Romo and Murray. When it comes to toughness, Romo has emerged as a leader in that department considering he's playing with a bad back and cartilage damage to his ribs.

But Murray wasn't afraid to carry the ball with his broken hand, doing it on the first offensive play of the game and even joking that he tried to trick the Colts into thinking the right hand was messed up. He used the left hand to block defenders on the blitz and he stuck it out for a stiff arm when he ran through traffic.

The only time he tried to avoid using it was when somebody tried to pick him up off the ground.

"He was reaching out with the other hand," Tyron Smith said.

Whatever the case, after the effort he displayed Sunday, the questions about Murray's toughness won't be brought up again.

The way the game played out, the Cowboys really didn't need him. His most significant contribution was a 1-yard plunge that capped four straight possessions with a touchdown to start the game, giving Dallas a 28-0 lead.

But the fact he was out there could reverberate in the playoffs and beyond, with the Cowboys having to decide whether and how much to pay Murray if they want to retain him.

"This day with DeMarco Murray is going to be one that I'll never forget," Garrett said. "He's about as tough a guy I know mentally. He's about as tough a guy as I know physically. It's not easy to do what he did."

Owner Jerry Jones said Murray came out of the game with "flying colors."

"That's easy for us to sit here and talk about him coming through in flying colors," Jones said. "How would you like to have your hand broken and go up through there and have everybody and 20-something players out there to step on it or hit it."

The Cowboys are in an interesting position for their regular-season finale at Washington (4-11). Dallas still has a shot at a first-round bye, but doesn't even have to win in the most likely scenario for getting it.

As for the question of sitting Romo and other regulars -- especially Murray, given the fact he's closing in on Smith's record? Garrett said that won't weigh into the decision of who plays or how long they play.
"And it's not important to DeMarco either," Garrett said Monday. "It's good for our football team when DeMarco is running the ball well and we control the game by running the football. But the idea that we're going to get a player some kind of statistic, it's not really part of our thinking."

Murray, who's never made it through a full season without missing games because of injury, dodged a question two weeks ago about how important it was to him to play all 16 games. He clearly answered it Sunday against the Colts.

It's didn't go unnoticed in the locker room.

"I'm not going to lie," said Bryant, who caught his NFL-leading 14th touchdown pass against Indianapolis. "There was a lot of doubt, he probably wasn't going to play. I knew he was going to play. If he can walk, if he can catch, he can do. And that's exactly what he did."

For the record, Murray was on the practice field Wednesday. ...

Other notes of interest. ... With a 25-yard touchdown pass in the third quarter, Romo became the Dallas Cowboys' all-time leader in passing yards, surpassing Hall of Famer Troy Aikman.

Romo set the record on a touchdown strike to tight end Jason Witten down the middle of the field to give the Cowboys a 35-0 lead against the Indianapolis Colts. It was Romo's fourth touchdown pass of the game.

Romo needed 190 yards to pass Aikman, who had 32,942 yards in his career, entering the game. Romo needed just 17 completions to pass Aikman, and his four scores went to four different pass-catchers: Terrance Williams (9 yards), Bryant (19 yards), Cole Beasley (24 yards) and Witten (25 yards).

Romo is second to Aikman in pass attempts and completions but he now holds the record for yards and touchdowns. Aikman has 4,715 attempts and 2,898 completions.

Romo has had at least three touchdown passes in five of his past six games.

With the playoffs assured with a win against the Colts, Romo can take aim at delivering the Cowboys to a Super Bowl, which last happened with Aikman in 1995.

Romo now leads the NFL in completion percentage this season (70.3 percent), as his performance pushed him ahead of Drew Brees. He also leads the league in touchdown percentage (touchdowns divided by pass attempts) and first-down percentage (first downs divided by pass attempts).

He has 32 touchdowns and eight interceptions, a 4-to-1 ratio that has been bettered only by Aaron Rodgers this season. ...

Williams broke out of his mini-slump with two touchdown receptions against the Colts. He had not scored since Oct. 19 against the Giants to close out an amazing first half of the season six touchdowns in the first seven games. ...

The Cowboys are prepared to issue their franchise tender to Bryant this offseason if the team can't reach agreement on a long-term extension with its star receiver, Jones said Tuesday.

Asked if the Cowboys could end up losing Bryant to another team in free agency, Jones said that won't happen because the team has the franchise tag available.

"No, we have the franchise -- for sure. Not at all," he replied. "You're talking about Dez? No, we have the franchise alternative -- which I thought everybody was aware of."

And finally. ... Romo credited Garrett's acumen and philosophy for getting the Cowboys over the hump and into the playoffs.

"Jason is the best head coach in the league that no one talks about," Romo said Sunday, per the Dallas Morning News. "I mean, he's really gifted at his ability to communicate to his players. He's got a great mind for the game of football.

"One of the best things Jerry (Jones) has done was just stand by him and let his system, his mantra, his philosophy play itself out. I think that you're seeing the dividends. You're reaping the rewards of having him stay in place.

"Jason is going to figure it out. He's as good of a coach as I've ever been around. He's special."

The in-house gushing aside, this season has been a remarkable turnaround for Garrett's Cowboys. The coach has gone from preseason hot seat to an almost certain offseason contract extension. 
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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
As ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold reminded readers, when the Broncos signed Peyton Manning in 2012, Champ Bailey was asked what it meant to have a quarterback like Manning in a team's offense.

"Those guys, the greatest quarterbacks, give you the one thing other people can't give you," Bailey said then. "They give you the belief you're going to win -- that if there's time on the clock and he has the ball, you're going to win. There's no feeling like that if you're on a team."

And Monday night was just that kind of situation for Manning and the Broncos. The one where things are supposed to work out and another game gets added to the already long list of come-from-behind victories Manning has authored in his career.

As Legwold laid it out, the Broncos, down 30-28, had timeouts in hand, the ball on their own 20-yard line, 4:04 on the clock and Manning behind center. "It was so, well, scripted, all laid out for another neat and tidy escape in a game the Broncos had already done so much to create their own problems in the first place.

"We felt like we had time and could make some plays to get it done," said wide receiver Demaryius Thomas. "We always have confidence."

On first down, Manning found Thomas for a 7-yard gain. On second down, Manning dumped it off to running back C.J. Anderson for a 2-yard gain. On third down, third-and-1 to be exact, the Broncos stuck to what had fueled their first comeback in the game.

Down 20-7 at halftime, they had shelved their recent run-first leanings and opened the 2013 playbook once again. They busted out the three-wide receiver sets, even went with an empty backfield on a smattering of snaps, and scored touchdowns on three consecutive possessions in the third quarter.

So, on that third-and-1, they were again using three wideouts, with Manning in the shotgun. Manning tried to jam the ball in for Thomas to get the first down. Except the receiver cut one way, the ball went the other, and Bengals cornerback Dre Kirkpatrick made a routine catch and ran it back 30 yards for a touchdown. Suddenly, a potential comeback was instead a two-score game, 37-28, and the Broncos were out of time to cover that kind of ground.

"I could have done a better job of taking care of him throwing the ball to me," Thomas said. "I could have done a better job breaking it up. ... I could have ran a better route, could have broken it up."

"That was a bad throw," Manning said. "The guy had good coverage. ... Think probably had Emmanuel [Sanders] open over the middle, even had Julius [Thomas], think his guy might have fallen down. Definitely picked the wrong guy to throw to."

Manning finished with his first four-interception game as the Broncos' quarterback. It was his first four-interception game since Dec. 5, 2010, with the Colts in an eerily familiar loss -- 38-35 to the Dallas Cowboys just months before he had spinal fusion surgery.

"[I] wasn't good. Four interceptions, you're not going to beat very many good football teams," Manning said.

Legwold explained that defenses have clogged the middle of the field in recent weeks, taking away the Broncos' favored crossing routes and roaming for big hits. Those same defenses have been willing to take their chances on forcing Manning to throw deep down the field, especially down the sidelines.

Asked following Monday's game if he's OK physically Manning said, "Um, yeah." Asked if the right thigh injury he suffered last week in San Diego affected him Monday night, Manning simply added, "No."

Manning has authored some big plays against defenses who have provided far more resistance than last season, and he leads the NFL in touchdown passes with 39, one more than Andrew Luck and three more than Aaron Rodgers. But the Broncos have been two very different teams this season, and the one that plays away from Denver isn't the one they want to be or will need to be now if a Super Bowl run is still on the agenda.

The Broncos are 4-4 on the road, where Manning has thrown 11 of his 15 interceptions this season. The Broncos have played three games with weather as a factor -- at New England, at Kansas City and in the rain Monday in Cincinnati. The Broncos are 1-2 in those games, with Manning throwing six touchdowns and six interceptions.

But perhaps more concerning is the fact that the Broncos haven't shown the ability to pull Manning through a rough night on the road to get a win. Their special teams cratered Monday -- the Bengals had 206 return yards -- the defense allowed 207 yards rushing, including an 85-yard touchdown run, and the Broncos' injuries at linebacker appeared to have caught up to them.

All that said, Denver is the AFC West winner.

They'll clinch a No. 2 seed and first-round bye with win against Oakland this weekend. They can also clinch a first-round bye with Cincinnati loss or an Indianapolis win at Tennessee and a Cincinnati tie. ...

Other notes of interest. ... If you already crossed 1,000 yards receiving two games before the end of the season, it's difficult to raise your game. But Sanders continues to do just that. As Legwold described it, "His diving, one-handed catch for a 32-yard gain in the third quarter was just another right-time, right-place play in a season that has already featured plenty."

Demaryius Thomas, with his ninth 100-yard game of the season Monday, is the unquestioned Alpha receiver in the offense, but Sanders has been everything the Broncos had hoped for (and a little more) when they targeted him in free agency.

Sanders missed the team's last drive at Cincinnati due to back spasms, but he should be fine for Week 17 against Oakland, reports the Denver Post.

According to CBSSports.com, Julius Thomas appeared to tweak his troublesome ankle on a 26-yard reception in the second quarter. Thomas stayed in the game and finished with two catches on six targets for 33 yards. His worst moment came when he let Bengals safety Reggie Nelson yank the ball away from him for an interception.

Thomas has five catches for 66 yards in the last three games he's played, and has not scored since Week 10. As CBS' Larry Hartstein put it, "He's simply not the same player who racked up 12 touchdowns in the first nine games."

Meanwhile, Anderson ran 18 times for 83 yards, including a 1-yard touchdown, and caught eight of 10 targets for 55 yards in Monday's loss. It was Anderson's sixth score in the past five weeks. He averaged 4.6 yards per carry after failing to average 3.0 yards per carry the previous two games.

Anderson dominated backfield snaps Monday night. But with Ronnie Hillman expected to return Week 17 against Oakland, Anderson could lose some touches. Anderson has averaged 28.5 touches over the past two weeks. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler 
RB: C.J. Anderson, Juwan Thompson, Jeremy Stewart, Ronnie Hillman 
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
For the first time since 1993, the Lions have a chance to win their division. With a 20-14 win over the Chicago Bears on Sunday and the Green Bay Packers beating the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, the Lions (11-4) and Packers (11-4) ensured next Sunday's game will decide the NFC North champion.

"This is what we play for," wide receiver Calvin Johnson said. "We're right there on the doorstep, but we have one more task ahead of us, and that's to go out next week and get another W."

But as the Sports Xchange suggests, if the Lions play like they did in Chicago next week at Lambeau Field, there's no chance of them earning their first win in Green Bay since 1991. At Soldier Field, the Lions won despite two red-zone interceptions by Matthew Stafford and a few costly special-teams blunders.

By winning their 11th game, they've locked up their best record since they were 12-4 in 1991, but the Lions have to correct several mistakes before the playoffs begin.

"We've had starts like this unfortunately before, so we found a way to get it done and that's most important," defensive tackle Ndamukong Suh said. "We definitely understand we need to play a lot better. We need to start faster.

"We need to come out like (Mike) Tyson and just start swinging."

The Lions clinched a spot in the NFC tournament when the Philadelphia Eagles lost to the Washington Redskins on Saturday, but players denied that the emotional hangover played a role in the struggles Sunday.

"That's clear to see that we've got to play better," Johnson said. "We can't turn the ball over three times. You can't win against a good team turning the ball over three times. I'm not saying that Chicago wasn't a good team, but we just grinded it out today.

Meanwhile, the Lions will be short-handed when they face Green Bay for the NFC North title.

Center Dominic Raiola has been suspended for one game after he stepped on Chicago Bears defensive tackle Ego Ferguson on Sunday. The punishment was handed down by Merton Hanks, the NFL's Vice President of Football Operations. The league said this was Raiola's sixth rules violation related to player safety since 2010.

Raiola can appeal the suspension.

With or without him, this would be tough game. The Lions are 9-1 against teams with losing records this season, while going 2-3 against teams above .500.

Detroit did beat Green Bay 19-7 back in September. The teams are tied for first heading into next weekend's showdown at Green Bay, where the Lions have not won since 1991.

"I know when we ask a number of our players whether or not they've been in a similar situation as this, the great majority of them are probably going to say no, but there are some guys obviously in the room that have been," head coach Jim Caldwell said.

"It's still great to get an opportunity to be right where we are. We're undefeated in our division. The guys have fought some real battles and have done a tremendous job and we've got a great opportunity ahead of us."

As Associated Press sports writer Noah Trister noted, the Lions have won four in a row, and they appeared to have turned a corner offensively when they started that streak by beating Chicago and Tampa Bay by identical 34-17 scores. But the offense regressed in the next two games -- a 16-14 win over Minnesota and Sunday's game at Chicago.

If there was any significant bright spot for the Lions, it was their running game. Joique Bell had 74 yards on 13 carries, including the 17-yard touchdown run that put Detroit ahead in the fourth quarter.

Reggie Bush, who has been slowed by injury problems this season, had seven carries for 54 yards and a touchdown, and he also caught six passes for 44 yards.

"We made an emphasis to run the ball well," Bush said. "We knew in order for us to win this time of year we have to run the ball well. I think everybody on the offense took that to heart."

Other notes of interest. ... Caldwell benched Bell for the first quarter of Sunday's game against Chicago for a violation of team rules.

Johnson gained more than 100 yards in a game for the 44th time in his career, eclipsed 1,000 yards in a season for the fifth straight season and continued to make big plays in the second half of the season for Detroit. He had six catches for 103 yards against the Bears. 
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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
Receivers Randall Cobb and Jordy Nelson each totaled more than 100 yards. Quarterback Aaron Rodgers threw for 318. And running back Eddie Lacy came up a single yard short of 100.

So as ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky asked, "Why does it seem like the Green Bay Packers are limping to the finish after a second straight run-of-the-mill performance on offense?"

Demovsky went on to concede this wasn't the seven-drop debacle from Buffalo a week earlier -- although rookie receiver Davante Adams likely will be charged with two more this week -- but the Packers were in full grind-it-out mode in the Sunday afternoon until Rodgers threw his first (and only) touchdown pass in the last seven-plus quarters when he hit Nelson for a 1-yarder with 2:45 remaining in Sunday's 20-3 victory against the punchless Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

"We've won six of seven games," head coach Mike McCarthy said after Sunday's game. "I'd have to classify that as playing a lot of good football, that's for sure. We'll clean this game up tomorrow. We'll be on it. We'll also start on Detroit tomorrow. I like where we're at, and I really like this football team."

That should come with the caveat of Rodgers' health.

The way he limped around Raymond James Stadium after he popped his left calf muscle in the first quarter was limiting but not debilitating. As primarily a pocket passer, he managed to complete 31-of-40 passes without an interception and recorded a 108.1 rating. But where were the big plays? His longest completions were a 30-yarder to Cobb and a 28-yarder to Nelson.

The Packers know defenses coached by Lovie Smith can do that. The first-year Bucs coach and his Cover-2 scheme often kept the Packers in check during his days with the Chicago Bears. It requires a dink-and-dunk mentality that Rodgers accepted. But not since the first half of the Dec. 8 "Monday Night Football" game against the Atlanta Falcons have the Packers looked explosive on offense.

"We hit a little bit of a slump today, as you could tell," center Corey Linsley said. "We've put 50 points on teams this year and didn't necessarily do it today. I think that we're in a little slump. I think this speed bump is going to propel us right to where we want to be. I think we're right where we want to be."

Of course, Linsley, a rookie, admitted he's not necessarily experienced in such matters.

"Obviously, I've been here for 15 games," he said. "That' it."

The Packers (11-4) can't afford to limp through next Sunday's NFC North title game against the Detroit Lions, a team that already showed it could stop Rodgers and the offense once this season in their 19-7 Week 3 win at Ford Field. But Rodgers and McCarthy have taken this path time and again. The win Sunday clinched their sixth straight playoff appearance, and McCarthy-led teams have now made the postseason in seven of the last nine years. They won an elimination game last year in Week 17, when the beat the Chicago Bears to grab the NFC North.

"We've been here before; we know what this looks like," McCarthy said.

And neither he nor Rodgers seemed concerned that the offense has slowed down from its torrid midseason pace. If anything, it may have been a product of how McCarthy changed his play-calling after Rodgers' injury.

"I was probably more affected by it than anybody with some of the play calls," McCarthy said. "Really, really a gritty performance by Aaron."

Rodgers likes what he has in his running game, which gave the Packers their longest play of the game – a 44-yard touchdown run by Lacy in the first quarter on a play that Rodgers adjusted at the line of scrimmage.

"I think we have good balance," Rodgers said. "We've been working on that the last six or eight weeks, making sure we get Eddie a number of touches in the game and also finding ways to get Randall involved."

Cobb caught 14 passes for his 131 yards, while Nelson added nine to get to 113.

Lacy carried 17 times before cramps ended his day early in the fourth quarter.

And Rodgers didn't come out until Matt Flynn replaced him to take a knee on the final three snaps.

"We found a way to win," Cobb said. "At the end of the day, that's all that matters. Our defense played well. They got a bunch of sacks and got us the ball back. We were able to move the ball well, we just didn't get into the end zone like we should. We understand that moving forward we have to continue to find a way to put the points up and put our defense in a better situation and give them a little bit more cushion.

"But we won. We're in the playoffs, and that's the most important thing right now. ..."

As for Rodgers' calf issue, Demovsky reports the QB was stunned that he pulled a calf muscle in his left leg early in Sunday's game. He figured all the liquids he drank to combat the flu in the days before the game would've protected him from any muscle pulls.

But Rodgers felt it on the second series and it impacted him the rest of the game.

"I battled the flu the last couple of days pretty bad, and that's why I was surprised I hurt my calf because I hydrated like no other," Rodgers said. "I had a great hydration test this week and was drinking a ton of water before the game. Unfortunately the calf kind of gave up on me there."

Rodgers walked out of the locker room slowly on Sunday afternoon after the game but did not think the injury would be a factor in next Sunday's game against the Detroit Lions at Lambeau Field, where the NFC North title will be decided.

"It's too early to give a 100 percent guarantee, but it would definitely take a lot to hold me out of that game," Rodgers said.

Several members of the Packers offense said they weren't even aware that Rodgers had pulled his calf. However, McCarthy said he changed his play-calling plan, leaving Rodgers in the pocket far more than usual.

Worth noting, McCarthy told reporters after practice that the team didn't do "a whole lot" on Tuesday but that Rodgers was "getting better each day."

The team practiced in shells on Wednesday, which McCarthy said will be more like a Thursday practice because the team will be taking Christmas off. Rodgers apparently opted for treatment instead of taking part in that workout.

I'll obviously be following up on a daily basis; watch the Late-Breaking News section for more. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Lacy wasn't any worse for the wear Monday after he briefly came out of the win at Tampa Bay on Sunday because of leg cramps in the second half. Lacy reached 1,000 rushing yards for the second time in as many pro seasons by running for 99 yards in 17 carries, highlighted by a season-high run of 44 yards that resulted in a touchdown in the first quarter.

"He's fine," McCarthy said Monday. "I have no concerns about Eddie."

Meanwhile, there was praise all around for the Packers' defense, which recorded a season-high seven sacks and held the Bucs to just 109 total net yards. "Defense was unbelievable," McCarthy said. "It started up front with stopping the run, making them one-dimensional, the sacks, the constant pressure. Probably one of our best defensive performances." 
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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
Just a year after going 2-14, the Houston Texans are still in the playoff hunt entering the final week of the regular season.

Houston (8-7) has to beat Jacksonville and have Baltimore lose to the Browns and the Chiefs beat the Chargers to secure the third postseason berth in franchise history.

"I said at the beginning of the year, I thought we could contend for the playoffs and that's what we're doing," team owner Bob McNair said. "But very few other people felt that way, so yeah it's a big change."

According to Associated Press sports writer Kristie Rieken noted, after the struggles of last season left the Texans with the NFL's worst record after they made the playoffs the previous two seasons, this success is especially sweet.

"It's incredible, especially coming from last year, losing 14 straight and knowing that you're out of it," safety D.J. Swearinger said. "Just taking care of business one game at a time and knowing that you may get in there is good."

Head coach Bill O'Brien, who is in his first season in Houston and first as a head coach in the NFL, is excited for his team's opportunity this week.

"You want to be in this position where the game means something," O'Brien said. "I think the guys will be focused even though it is Christmas (week). This is a very meaningful game."

They beat the Ravens 25-13 with fourth-string quarterback Case Keenum and a defense led by J.J. Watt which forced three turnovers.

Keenum, whom the Texans released in training camp, was signed from the St. Louis practice squad on Monday when Ryan Fitzpatrick and rookie Tom Savage were both injured a day before with Ryan Mallett already on injured reserve.

Houston players and coaches were impressed with Keenum's performance with less than a week to prepare for the start.

"It is crazy," left tackle Duane Brown said. "You don't see that. Especially with an offense as complex as the one we run. It asks a lot from the quarterback position. He was here for a while and got to learn a lot of it. His recall was great. He came in and didn't skip a beat."

O'Brien said Keenum will benefit from having a little more time to prepare this week, but that the extra time won't help that much since preparing for Jacksonville is completely different than getting ready for the Ravens.

He's also focused on making sure his team doesn't take the Jaguars lightly despite their 3-12 record.

"The most important thing about this week is the Jaguars and that we are very, very focused on them," O'Brien said. "Our guys should really not look at their record at all. It's a very tough football team in all three phases."

Quarterback isn't the only place where Houston has dealt with injuries. Top overall pick Jadeveon Clowney, expected to boost Houston's pass rush, missed most of the season because of a knee injury, top cornerback Kareem Jackson missed three games with a sprained knee and linebackerBrian Cushing sat out two games because of a knee problem.

"We just keep it going," safety Kendrick Lewis said. "No matter who is out, it's the next man's turn. We've been doing a great job all season of the next man stepping up and not skipping a beat."

Houston's defense has played its best two games of the season in the past two weeks and allowed a season-low 33 yards rushing on Sunday. Watt said he thinks the group is starting to excel now that it has had some time to adjust to defensive coordinator Romeo Crennel's new system.

"When you have a new staff in place it takes a little bit of time to get everybody on the same page and get an understanding of what you want to accomplish and I think that we are doing a good job of it right now," Watt said. "Obviously we want to go out there again next week and do a good job and play another game like (Sunday)."

The unit has been helped by forcing a franchise-record 34 takeaways this season, which are the most in the NFL. Those takeaways have resulted in 123 points, which are also the most in team history. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Andre Johnson became the second-fastest player in NFL history to reach 1,000 catches early in the game. His first catch of the day was a 35-yard bomb from Keenum on the Texans' first pass of the game. Meanwhile, his protégé, DeAndre Hopkins, became the fifth player in Texans history to reach 2,000 career receiving yards. As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli suggested, "He'll have a nice career. ..."

Hopkins is the second-youngest (22 years, 198 days) player in NFL history to reach 2,000 yards receiving. Larry Fitzgerald was 22 years and 109 days) when he accomplished the feat.

In his return to Houston, Keenum won his first game as the Texans' starter, but the Texans' only touchdown pass of the game came from someone else.

Keenum pitched the ball to Arian Foster, who threw it to tight end C.J. Fiedorowicz. It was the first touchdown pass thrown by a running back in the league this season, the first non-quarterback touchdown pass for the Texans since 2002, and it came on the first pass attempt of Foster's career. When Foster has been healthy, he's played well. This was another notch on his belt.

Foster reached 1,500 yards from scrimmage for the fourth time in his career. He has 1,223 yards rushing, and he's missed three games. He has 317 yards receiving.

Of course, the majority of Houston's scoring came off the right foot of Randy Bullock, whose six field goals are the most in any game this season and the most in any game for any kicker in Texans history.

Along with those milestones, Bullock has also been named the AFC's Special Teams Player of the Week. It's the first time that a Texan has taken special team honors since Jacoby Jones did it in 2009 and the fourth time that a Texan has won any of the weekly awards this season with Bullock joining Ryan Fitzpatrick and J.J. Watt, who has been honored twice this season.

Bullock now has 30 made field goals on the season and can set a new single-season mark for the Texans if he makes three more of them in the regular season finale. ...

And finally. ... Mallett might be on injured reserve, but he's far from scarce around the team's facility and practices lately.

Wearing a sling on his right side, Mallett just wants to be around and to help.

"Obviously, I can't help physically," Mallett said. "Anything I can help Case [Keenum] with, if he has questions, I try. I'm not going to get in his way but if he needs to ask a question about what to do I help him."

Mallett, who had surgery to repair a torn right pectoral muscle last month, keeps his focus right now on the short term. His long-term plans? He'll think about that later.

"Of course, I like it here," he said, when asked if he wanted to return to Houston next season. "I love the system. It's not that time of year to discuss that. We're still in the season. We'll focus on the Ravens." 
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QB: Case Keenum, Thad Lewis, Tom Savage 
RB: Arian Foster, Alfred Blue, Jonathan Grimes 
FB: Jay Prosch 
WR: DeAndre Hopkins, Andre Johnson, Keshawn Martin, Damaris Johnson, DeVier Posey 
TE: C.J. Fiedorowicz, Ryan Griffin, Garrett Graham 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
According to Associated Press sports writer Jim Johnson, Chuck Pagano is wasting no time trying to get back on track.

The Colts coach wants his team to gain some momentum heading into the postseason. But Indianapolis' problems in a 42-7 thrashing at Dallas on Sunday were too obvious and could be lethal for a team with hopes of a playoff run.

"You want to be confident going into the playoffs and you want to go in feeling good about yourself," Pagano said. "Nobody wants to go through a day like we went through yesterday, but you have to bounce back and you have to keep moving forward.

"We've got a game to play this Sunday and we better prepare and we better practice and try to clean up what we can clean up in a short amount of time."

The Colts (10-5) have to turn things around quickly with the playoffs beginning the first weekend in January. The AFC South champs plan to get on a roll starting this weekend at Tennessee (2-13) in the regular-season finale.

Indy had won four straight before the Cowboys ended the streak. Still, the Colts haven't been playing well and Dallas took full advantage.

The Colts had three turnovers, eight penalties and were held to just 1 yard rushing -- something that certainly surprised Pagano.

"I've never seen it, and obviously it's out of character for us," he said. "You're not going to win a football game by rushing for 1 yard. You have to be able to run the ball in the playoffs, you have to be able to run the ball on the road late in the playoffs in January. We all know that."

Nothing went Indy's way.

In the first quarter, linebacker Jerrell Freeman was penalized for taunting on third down and with a chance to force the Cowboys to punt.

Later, Pat McAfee faked a punt and instead threw a pass that was dropped by a wide-open receiver, and the Colts turned the ball over on downs.

Dallas scored on both ensuing possessions.

"From that point on, it just seemed like what could go wrong did go wrong," Pagano said. "We just didn't execute and didn't play good football."

Indy is looking for a different performance this week against a struggling Titans team that has lost nine in a row.

The Colts were just settling into a groove when they beat Tennessee 41-17 on Sept. 28. It was Indy's second win after starting the season with two losses. The Colts won five straight before a loss to Pittsburgh on Oct. 26, and Indianapolis hasn't been consistent since.

"When you look back early in the season," Pagano said. "You saw the way the offense was moving the football on the ground, through the air mostly, guys making plays, moving the chains, staying on the field, winning the time of possession, taking care of the football for the most part. But we have not played well and have not executed well, and we need to get it fixed and we need to get it fixed in a hurry."

Injuries have damaged the Colts, too.

Receiver T.Y. Hilton was out last week with a hamstring injury and Reggie Wayne hasn't been himself with various injuries.

Starting offensive tackle Gosder Cherilus missed Sunday's game with a groin injury. Various offensive linemen have faced injury issues, making it tough for the Colts to develop some continuity, Pagano said.

"That obviously makes it more difficult," he said. "We'd like to hopefully settle in at some point before this thing's over with. It's coming down to the wire with one regular-season game left and then the playoffs."

Pagano said he expects Hilton (hamstring) to play this week against the Titans. Pagano said tight end Dwayne Allen had an MRI on a knee injured in Sunday's game and is day to day. Hilton was on the practice field Tuesday and Wednesday; Allen was not.

I'll be following up on both men via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Much to the shock and chagrin of fantasy owners, Andrew Luck has worst game of career: Down 35-0, the Colts replaced Luck with Matt Hasselbeck. Luck finished with the worst performance of his three-year career: 15-of-22 for 109 yards and a quarterback rating of 41.7. Luck increased his turnover total to 22 -- 16 interceptions and six fumbles lost.

He forced a throw to tight end Coby Fleener in double coverage in the back in the end zone late in the first half. Luck's second interception came off a tipped pass.

Meanwhile, as ESPN.com's Mike Wells suggested, to say the Colts missed Hilton would be an understatement, because nobody else was able to provide a big-play element to the passing game against the Dallas Cowboys.

"As receivers, we know that we have to step up when called upon," receiver Hakeem Nicks said. "That's what we do. We can't control what's being called. We just have to execute it as players. That what our main focus was going into this game, executing the plays ... (Hilton's) definitely missed because he's a playmaker week in and week out."

Luck only completed three passes for more than 10 yards. The first completion didn't occur until the middle of the second quarter. The Colts' longest pass play was a 22-yard gain by Daniel "Boom" Herron, who did most of the work after catching the short pass.

That is a drastic fall-off for Luck, who went into Sunday's game with a NFL-high 70 completions of at least 20 yards this season.

The Colts are an easy team to defend when they don't have Hilton or a running game, which accounted for a whopping one yard on the ground.

Herron got the start and had 3 yards rushing in seven attempts. Trent Richardson had 1 yard in two carries. Rookie Zurlon Tipton also played but had a minus-3 yards rushing. The Colts averaged 0.1 yard rushing as a team.

One caveat: Indianapolis fell behind so quickly that the running game was pretty much discarded.

The Colts entered the season talking about continuity on the offensive line. That's the last thing that has happened. Indianapolis used its ninth different starting lineup on the offensive line. Xavier Nixon was expected to start at right tackle for Cherilus, but the surprise came with the little-usedKhaled Holmes starting at center over A.Q. Shipley, who started the first four weeks of the season. Jonotthan Harrison, who replaced Shipley in Week 5, struggled in practice last week, which prompted the change. 
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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: Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle, Dwayne Allen 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
As the Sports Xchange noted this week, the Jaguars still have not solved the Blake Bortles puzzle, meaning the picture is not clear. Maybe a piece or two are missing. Maybe they just don't exist.

The team's final home game, against the Tennessee Titans last Thursday night, was another sign that the Jaguars think Bortles is their quarterback of the future despite the fact that his play creates cause for concern.

Against the Titans, he passed for only 115 yards, gained only 4.4 yards per pass and completed only 50 per cent of his passes. All were season lows. He ran for 50 yards in five carries for a 10-yard average so he was more effective running than passing.

He struggled for much of the game as seven drives ended in punts, but he directed a touchdown drive on their final series of the first half and their first series of the second half. And he handed off to Jordan Todman, who bolted 62 yards for a touchdown on his first carry in the fourth quarter.

That was enough to give the Jaguars a 21-13 victory over the Titans that boosted their record to 3-12 and gave them a chance to match last year's 4-12 record if they beat Houston in their season finale.

The biggest positive is that he was in a boot with a foot injury on Monday but still played Thursday night.

He has all the intangibles that teams like in a quarterback. He's tough, he's a leader and he's fearless in the pocket no matter how many times he is sacked.

It doesn't appear he will be a bust in the Blaine Gabbert mold, but it is uncertain if he will be a franchise quarterback.

They know that to be the leader they want him to be, he has to perform big time.

"I think you've got to be a very good player to be the leader of the team as a quarterback and a guy that has courage, is competitive and the team really responds to," head coach Gus Bradley said. "That's what we're working at with Blake and I think he has those qualities and the team senses it."

The Jaguars will work with him in the off season and then hope that he develops into a better player in his second season next year and going forward.

If a quarterback is going to make it big, he usually shows it by his third season. The Jaguars can only wait for Bortles to mature

The process will continue this week against the Texans.

Meanwhile, the Jaguars have already become the first team in NFL history to have two rookie receivers catch at least 48 passes in a season. They're in position for a pretty good trifecta, too.

Should Marqise Lee catch five passes in Sunday's finale at Houston, the Jaguars would be the first team to have three rookie receivers catch at least 40 passes in a season. Allen Robinson and Allen Hurns are already well beyond that mark.

"It's a credit to those guys working hard," fourth-year receiver Cecil Shorts said. "They got here, they bought into what [receivers] coach [Jerry] Sullivan and coach Jedd [Fisch, the offensive coordinator] wanted and those guys have really worked hard to get where they're at.

Robinson had 48 catches for 548 yards and two touchdowns by the 10th game of the season but was put on injured reserve because of a stress fracture in his right foot. Hurns has caught 18 passes for 174 yards in the past four games and leads the team in receptions (49), receiving yards (662), and receiving touchdowns (six).

Lee has 35 catches for 414 yards and one touchdown and the bulk of that (22 for 273) has come in the past five games.

ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco reminded readers that Lee struggled to learn the offense early in the season and also missed three games with a hamstring injury. Losing Robinson after the Dallas game in Week 10 forced the Jaguars to thrust him into a more prominent role.

Hurns was comfortable with the offense from the start because Fisch was the offensive coordinator and quarterbacks coach at Miami in 2011-12. That familiarity was one of the reasons he signed with the Jaguars as an undrafted free agent. He made a huge splash on opening day, catching four passes for 110 yards and two touchdowns in a loss to Philadelphia.

He already ranks in the top five among undrafted rookies in NFL history in receptions (tied for fifth), receiving yards (fifth), and receiving touchdowns (tied for second).

"I had confidence that I was able to play in this league but as far as the numbers that I'm putting up, coming in I just wanted to make the team," Hurns said. "If it was going to be special teams it was going to be special teams. I just wanted to be on the field."

Now he and his teammates have a chance to go into the NFL record book. ...

In a semi-related note. ... Shorts said he didn't think that the Tennessee game could be his last home game until he was asked about it after the game.

"That'll take care of itself," he said.

The big questions about the receiving corps next year are whether Shorts will stay with the team and whether Justin Blackmon will return from his drug suspension.

Bradley said he texted Blackmon "a while ago" and added, "What I'm hearing through others is that he's doing well. He's progressing."

"I love his passion," Bradley said. "I do believe in him. ..."

One last note here. ... Toby Gerhart has a rib injury and will be evaluated this week. Gerhart said he was still feeling early this week.

According CBSSports.com, the team has yet to issue an update on his condition, but the problem could prevent him from playing in the season finale Sunday at Houston.

I'll follow up as needed via Late-Breaking Update. 
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QB: Blake Bortles, Chad Henne 
RB: Toby Gerhart, Jordan Todman, Storm Johnson 
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
The Kansas City Chiefs did their playoff aspirations no help on Sunday.

After losing 20-12 to the Steelers, the Chiefs are suddenly desperate for a whole lot of help.

They must beat the Chargers in their regular-season finale next Sunday, and then hope Cleveland can beat Baltimore and three-win Jacksonville can somehow upset Houston.

At least one hurdle is out of the way: The Chiefs also needed Buffalo to lose one of its final two games, and their AFC West brethren Oakland took care of that on Sunday.

"We're not even looking at it like that," wide receiver Dwayne Bowe said. "We're just trying to get better at what we do, and if the chips fall like they may that's great."

Kansas City has not been to the playoffs in back-to-back years since 1994 and '95.

Lost in this whole mess is that the Chiefs (8-7) have won just once in their past five games, a precipitous decline that closely mirrors last season. Kansas City began 9-0 in Andy Reid's first season but won just two of its final seven games, limping into the postseason.

Associated Press sports writer Dave Skretta reminded readers, ever since the Chiefs collapsed in the second half of a 45-44 loss to Indianapolis in the first round, they've repeated the mantra of "finish."

In the largest sense, they've been referring to the entire season, but in a smaller sense, they mean games, drives and even individual plays.

Skretta added: "They failed to finish anything on Sunday."

As ESPN.com's Adam Teicher pointed out, the best offensive player for the Chiefs on Sunday was an undrafted rookie wide receiver who a month ago wasn't even a member of the playing rotation.

Nothing against Albert Wilson, who may have a bright future for the Chiefs. But they needed more if they were going to beat the Pittsburgh Steelers and maintain control of their playoff destiny.

But in the biggest game of their season, the Chiefs got little from a woeful offensive line, Jamaal Charles, Travis Kelce and Dwayne Bowe. They settled for four measly field goals and that wasn't going to get it done against one of the league's highest scoring teams.

The Chiefs fine themselves in their current predicament because they could muster little offense beyond the four field goals from rookie Cairo Santos. Kansas City had been a good team at scoring touchdowns while inside the opponents' 20. It was second in the league heading into Sunday's game at 67.5 percent.

The Chiefs were prevented from scoring a touchdown for the first time in their two seasons with Andy Reid as coach and Alex Smith as quarterback. The Steelers choked them off all four times inside the red zone.

It was yet another symptom of an offense that needs plenty more punch. Longer term, the Chiefs need to address their shortcoming of playmakers through free agency and the draft.

But it's too late for the Chiefs to do anything this season. Having a hapless offense endangers the Chiefs' chances of merely doing their part to make the playoffs and beating San Diego next week. The Chargers statistically don't have one of the NFL's best offensive teams but they were good enough Saturday night with their playoff hopes on the line to put up 38 points and beat the San Francisco 49ers.

The Chargers, like the Chiefs, need to win next weekend in order to make the playoffs. So they will, no doubt, empty their bag of offensive tricks next Sunday knowing if they can get the score beyond a certain point, the Chiefs won't be able to keep pace.

And what if the Chiefs do get into the playoffs? It seems ridiculous to suggest the Chiefs would be able to keep up with a scoring opponent like the Steelers or Colts.

The shame of it all is that the Chiefs' defense did its part to limit Ben Roethlisberger and the Pittsburgh offense. For the most part, the defense held up its end of things this season.

The Chiefs on Sunday, and their season from the looks of things, were crushed by the weight of balky offense.

On the injury front. ... Bowe sustained a shoulder sprain in Sunday's game. Reid said Monday that the shoulder was "tender" 24 hours after the game, but he thinks Bowe will be ready to play Sunday against San Diego.

"Knowing Dwayne, he doesn't miss much," Reid said. "I think he'll be OK once it's all said and done here."

Bowe did not practice Tuesday or Wednesday; I'll be following up on his status via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. ...

Worth noting, the Chiefs began their practice week on Tuesday, normally a day off for the players while the coaches put the finishing touches on the game plan. The Chiefs will also practice on Wednesday, as usual. The day off this week will be on Thursday so players can spend time with their families on Christmas.

The Chiefs will then return to practice on Friday to finish preparations for Sunday's game against the San Diego Chargers at Arrowhead Stadium. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Smith had his first 300-yard passing game of the season against Pittsburgh, throwing for 311 yards on 31 of 45 passes. He did this while being harassed by the Steelers pass rush; they sacked him six times. Smith did not have an interception, but he also did not have a touchdown pass.

There was only one completion that went for more than 19 yards, a 33-yard connection with Wilson.

Wilson is closing out his rookie season with a bang, becoming one of Smith's favorite targets in the passing game.

The undrafted Wilson was barely on the K.C. stat sheet after 12 games, with just four catches for 51 yards. But in the team's last three games, the product of Georgia State University has caught 12 passes for 209 yards, including catches of 22, 33 and 48 yards.

Meanwhile, Charles' participation in the offense has dwindled in the last four games, possibly an indication he's injured more severely than he or the club has let on. Charles has dealt with foot, ankle and knee injuries at various points during the season.

In the last four games, he's averaged just 13 touches and 75 yards in total offense. In those four games, he has scored just three touchdowns. 
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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
Head coach Joe Philbin had the pressure of coaching for his job lifted by owner Steve Ross, who confirmed Philbin will be the head coach in 2015.

That means he can plan for Sunday's final game against the New York Jets with no distractions.

According to Associated Press sports writer Andy Kent, Philbin insisted Monday that he was so consumed with preparing his team for the 37-35 win over the Minnesota Vikings and the upcoming showdown with the Jets that hearing the news "wasn't a big deal."

He refused to address the futures of defensive coordinator Kevin Coyle and offensive coordinator Bill Lazor or anyone else on the staff, maintaining that he is in full coaching mode and nothing else.

"I'm just concerned about playing the New York Jets and winning this football game, period," said Philbin, who carries a 23-24 record into the last game. "There is a time and place to talk about the staff and those types of things."

When pressed on how he reacted, Philbin joked that when he got home last night he had one Guinness. He also got to share the news with his family, including some of his children visiting for the holidays.

Jets week typically brings with it plenty of drama and that was the case last season. Miami lost at home in the final week and was eliminated from playoff contention, while Jets coach Rex Ryan got a vote of confidence from owner Woody Johnson and kept his job.

Ross didn't make Philbin carry that burden into this season's finale, choosing to quash the speculation a week earlier. That gesture was not lost on the third-year head coach.

"It's important for a head coach of a NFL football team that the owner believes in him, what he is doing and the program he is instilling," Philbin said. "It's very important. If you don't have that type of belief and faith from the owner it's not going to work.

"I know if players don't believe in their coaches and coaches don't believe in their players, you have no chance. ... But again, I've been in this profession a long time, I wasn't worried about my own personal future."

Defensive end Cameron Wake presented Philbin with the game ball in the locker room after the win over the Vikings, the second time this season he was given the game ball. He also received it in honor of his late father, Paul, who passed away two days before the Dolphins beat San Diego 37-0 on Nov. 2.

The support of his players has never waned this season, and they were vocal about Philbin's future following the 41-13 loss at New England on Dec. 14. The reasoning behind that support was given context by veteran left guard Daryn Colledge.

"I like a guy that's level-headed and can coach me up and let me know where I need to be," he said Sunday. "We as players, we can get ourselves hyped up."

Philbin's mild-mannered approach will be in the spotlight Sunday when the Dolphins try to give him his first winning record, and set the tone for next season. ...

In a related note. ... Ross also confirmed general manager Dennis Hickey will be staying along with Philbin, according to Barry Jackson of the Miami Herald.

Other notes of interest. ... Running back Lamar Miller was a threat on the ground and through the air. He finished with 92 rushing yards and 58 receiving yards. Miller is 79 rushing yards from his first 1,000-yard season.

Ryan Tannehill had one of his best games of the season. He threw for 396 yards, four touchdowns and one interception. Tannehill also showed toughness by absorbing some big shots and continuing to lead the offense to five touchdown drives. He ended with a 118.8 passer rating, his sixth game this season with a passer rating of 100 or better.

Charles Clay had six receptions for 114 yards Sunday against Minnesota, which was a career best and the second-best total by a tight end in franchise history (Ferrell Edmunds, 117 yards vs. Jets, 1988). According to the Sports Xchange, Clay looked incredibly spry in pregame warmups, indicating the knee and hamstring injuries that slowed him all season might finally be healed.

Mike Wallace had two TDs receptions against Minnesota, giving him 10 for the season. That ties the career best he established in 2010 with Pittsburgh. Wallace had a career-best 73 receptions last season.

Jarvis Landry (79 receptions) established a franchise record for receptions by a rookie, overtaking RB Terry Kirby (75 in 1993). Landry, who has 703 yards and 5 TDs, is also the team leader in receptions this season. 
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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 
=========================

=========================
MINNESOTA VIKINGS
As Associated Press sports writer Jon Krawczynski noted this week, the Vikings have endured quite a season, losing star running back Adrian Peterson to legal issues, three-fifths of their offensive line to injury and never really threatening in the NFC playoff picture after midseason.

In the end, all the drama off the field and the struggles on it may be worthwhile for first-year coach Mike Zimmer.

That's because Teddy Bridgewater is finishing the season on a high note and appears ready to put an end to the franchise's seemingly endless search for a long-term solution at quarterback.

The rookie first-round draft pick has completed more than 70 percent of his passes in four straight games. He has topped 300 yards in two of those games and thrown seven touchdowns and four interceptions -- one on a desperation pass at the halftime buzzer -- in that stretch.

It's a promising trend that backs up the faith Zimmer and offensive coordinator Norv Turner have expressed in him all season.

"Early in the year I just struggled and I wasn't playing good football," Bridgewater said after a 37-35 loss in Miami on Sunday.

"Norv Turner said something to us a couple of weeks back and he told us that we were going to be playing the best football in December. If you think about it we've been playing pretty good for the most part."

Bridgewater was pressed into duty sooner than the Vikings had planned when Matt Cassel was lost for the season with a foot injury against the New Orleans Saints on Sept. 21.

Bridgewater threw for 317 yards in his first career start to beat the Atlanta Falcons, but struggled with inaccuracy, especially on throws down the field, through the first half of the season.

He threw three interceptions in a loss to the Lions and was just 21 of 37 (57 percent) while missing several wide open receivers in a 24-21 loss to the Packers on Nov. 23, typical issues for a rookie quarterback.

Since then, he's been much sharper.

He went 19 for 26 for 259 yards with two touchdowns and an interception against the Dolphins' fourth-ranked pass defense on Sunday and continues to impress coaches and teammates with his unflappable demeanor.

Turner opened his weekly news conference last week with an impassioned defense of Bridgewater, lauding his ability to keep playing in a makeshift offense that includes a No. 1 receiver in Charles Johnson who was signed off the Cleveland Browns' practice squad in September.

"It's pretty incredible to me what he's done, how he's handled it, the things he's gotten done and what he's really done is made everyone around him better and that's a quality that you're looking for," Turner said.

The Vikings (6-9) host the Bears (5-10) on Sunday in the season finale, one more chance for Bridgewater and the offense to build some momentum going into the offseason.

"I think the last five games you can kind of tell our offense is playing a lot better and we're starting to play well in Norv's system," left tackle Matt Kalil said. "He's a great offensive coordinator. Once you kind of get things clicking on all cylinders, it could be a great offense."

And he's getting the most out of Bridgewater, who completed passes to nine different receivers this past weekend, connecting with unknowns like Chase Ford, Rhett Ellison and Adam Thielen for key completions. He went 6-for-7 on third downs, fashioning a perfect passer rating of 158.3 in those situations. He hit Greg Jennings on a corner route for a 21-yard touchdown in the second quarter, and found the receiver for 20 yards on the sideline to convert a third-and-13 in the third.

As ESPN.com's Ben Goessling notes, Bridgewater has been forced to make the most of the uncertainty around him all year, and by now, he looks comfortable doing it.

The six quarterbacks with the highest QB ratings on third downs this season -- Peyton Manning, Aaron Rodgers, Tony Romo, Tom Brady, Joe Flacco and Philip Rivers -- could all be quarterbacking in the playoffs next month, and Bridgewater's improvement in sustaining drives is an important step toward him becoming a good NFL starter. Since Week 13, only four QBs -- Manning, Romo, Matt Ryan and Rodgers -- have been better on third downs than Bridgewater, and if he's able to keep that up, he'll have shown a major sign of progress at the end of his rookie year.

And it appears fantasy owners who bet on him in dynasty drafts last summer will reap the benefits for years to come. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Ben Tate is back on the street. The Vikings released the veteran running back on Tuesday, less than a month after claiming him off waivers from the Cleveland Browns, per the league's transaction wire.

Tate was cut free after amassing just 38 yards off 13 attempts over three appearances for Minnesota. His 2.9 yards per carry were even lower than the paltry 3.1 yards per tote he accounted for in eight games with the Browns, who surprised many by releasing the former Texans runner after Week 11.

It's not a good sign that Tate has been shipped out of town by two teams in less than a month. Whispers of a bad attitude in Cleveland don't help, but even more concerning is the apparent on-field decline for a runner still just 26 years old.

Tate hasn't been healthy this season, which has contributed to his ugly play.

And the truth is Matt Asiata has fared pretty well as the primary back when asked to do so.

Asiata touched the ball on eight of the first 10 snaps against Miami, including the first of two rushing touchdowns. Asiata gained 25 of his 58 yards after contact, according to ESPN Stats & Information, Joe Banyard had the best run by a running back, blasting through a hole for 16 yards on third-and-5 deep in Vikings territory late in the first half. ...

According to multiple reports, the Vikings signed rookie Henry Josey off of the Jaguars practice squad to provide depth behind Asiata and Banyard this week.

According to Profootballtalk.com, Josey spent the summer in Eagles camp and was second on the team in rushing in the preseason with 225 yards before losing out in the numbers game when it came time for final cuts in Philly. He ran for 1,166 yards and 16 touchdowns at the University of Missouri in 2013 after missing the entire 2012 season with a knee injury. ...

Jennings was one of four players with a team-high three catches. He had 56 yards, including third-down catches of 24 yards and 21 yards the latter for a touchdown.

Kyle Rudolph, who missed six games earlier this season because of hernia surgery, was inactive because of ankle and knee injuries. He's clearly a weapon as the team's No. 1 tight end, but this also is the second straight year that he has missed significant time because of an injury. He missed eight games last year because of a broken foot.

Zimmer said on Monday if Rudolph is healthy enough to play, he will be on the field for Week 17; Rudolph was not practicing Wednesday.

I'll have more on his status going forward when Late-Breaking Updates crank up early Thursday. ...

And finally. ... The NFLPA filed suit in a U.S. district court in Minneapolis last Monday, seeking Peterson's immediate reinstatement from suspension. But, according to ESPN's Chris Mortensen, the league is pushing Peterson to begin counseling and treatment to satisfy terms of a possible reinstatement by April 15.

Peterson's side has pushed back, wanting to see if it can get a favorable court decision, Mortensen reports. But on the day of suspension, commissioner Roger Goodell told Peterson, "The timing of your potential reinstatement will be based on the results set forth in this decision. Under this two-step approach, the precise length of suspension will depend on your actions. ... No program can succeed with your genuine and continuing engagement."

The running back had met with Cynthia Winston -- a psychology professor at Howard University -- after he was indicted on Sept. 12, but the league said Peterson's work with Winston was insufficient because she did not have a background in child abuse. When the league suspended Peterson on Nov. 18, it ordered him to meet with Dr. April Kuchuk (an instructor in the NYU department of psychiatry and a forensic consultant to the New York City district attorney's office and New York courts, by Dec. 1. Dr. Kuchuk, the league said, would design a counseling and therapy program for Peterson.

Of Winston, Peterson said, "She was recommended. She's real good at what she does. All the information was handed over to the NFL, and everyone else who's involved and has an interest in what I've done to better myself."

Peterson had been frustrated enough by the NFL's disciplinary process that he told ESPN he had been considering retirement during his suspension. It seems likely Peterson will play next year -- he wouldn't be fighting so hard to get reinstated otherwise -- but he said he would consider his options based on how the league handled the next phase of the process. The league, according to Mortensen, is reminding Peterson that he needs to play by their rules, even as he tries to argue in court those rules haven't been fair. 
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QB: Teddy Bridgewater, Christian Ponder 
RB: Matt Asiata, Joe Banyard, Henry Josey, Adrian Peterson 
RB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Charles Johnson, Greg Jennings, Jarius Wright, Cordarrelle Patterson, Adam Thielen 
TE: Chase Ford, Rhett Ellison, Kyle Rudolph 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
According to Associated Press sports writer Howard Ulman, Bill Belichick sounded like a coach whose team was just eliminated from playoff contention rather than one that clinched a first-round bye.

Tom Brady was sacked four times and had a poorer passer rating than Geno Smith. New England's offense gained just 52 yards in the first half. It took a late surge to eke out a one-point win over one of the NFL's worst teams.

"We just didn't execute very well," Belichick said Monday, "in any part of the game."

Still, the Patriots got out of MetLife Stadium with a 17-16 win Sunday over their rival New York Jets, a team with a 3-12 record.

"We don't play Division I football and have a couple Division III teams on the schedule. They just don't exist. Every week is tough," Belichick said. "I don't want to take anything away from the Jets, but we have and we'll need to play a lot better than we played."

Their next chance comes Sunday in the "meaningless" regular-season finale at home against Buffalo, a team that almost never beats the Patriots

New England has won 21 of the last 22 meetings with the only loss coming on a field goal on the final play of a game in 2011. It won the last 13 meetings in Foxboro.

This season, the Bills have allowed the fourth fewest yards and fifth fewest points in the NFL, but lost to lowly Oakland 26-24 on Sunday, their fourth setback in seven games.

One win in that stretch was a 38-3 rout of the Jets.

The Bills defense presents "a different challenge (than the Jets) in terms of style and what we're going to see in terms of the spacing of the front and the type of pressures," offensive coordinator Josh McDaniels said Monday, "but, nonetheless, it's going to be a huge challenge. This is one of the best defenses we play all year."

That can't be good news if the Patriots offense is as shaky as it was against the Jets.

"Fifty yards of offense in the first half, that's not going to win many games," Belichick said. "We were lucky to even be in the game.

Still, the Patriots became the first team with five consecutive first-round byes since the current playoff format began in 1990.

The Patriots struggled without Julian Edelman, Brady's top receiver; Dan Connolly, a key to the offensive line, and LeGarrette Blount, their most powerful running back. All missed the game with injuries.

With Josh Kline starting for Connolly at left guard, Brady was under pressure.

In the first quarter alone, he was sacked three times for 29 yards.

"There was more than one issue (Sunday) in terms of protecting the quarterback," McDaniels said. "We had issues in the front. We had issues at tight end. We had issues at running back.

"A lot of things go into it, some of which is communication based, some of which is physical, some of which is just technique, fundamentals and execution. There are a lot of things that we can certainly do better."

Meanwhile, with the Broncos losing to the Bengals on Monday night, the Patriots are locked into the top seed in the AFC heading into their final game of the regular season.

On Tuesday, Belichick was asked whether that development would impact the way the team approaches that matchup with the Bills. Belichick said that the Broncos loss doesn't have "a big effect on what we've been doing" to get ready for the game against Buffalo and didn't say whether the team would rest or limit any players dealing with injuries (or key pieces like Tom Brady and Rob Gronkowski) in order to keep them healthy for the postseason.

"We'll do the same thing we always do," Belichick said. "It won't be any different this week than it's been any other week. It won't be any different this year than any other year. We'll do what we feel is best for our football team. Period. Whatever's best for our team, that's what we'll try to do."

Brady toed the company line when asked about the plan for Sunday's "meaningless" game.

"What do you mean it doesn't matter?" Brady told Jim Gray of Westwood One during the Monday night football broadcast. "They all matter. ... If you love competition and love NFL football, and I'm certainly one that loves that, so they all matter, they matter for our team, they matter for every team. This is all important to all of us. Certainly, when my number's called, I'm going out there and doing the best I can. There's nothing I love more than playing football and I hope I get to play a lot of it this Sunday."

We'll see about that.

The Patriots last had the top seed in the conference after the 2010 and 2011 seasons and went into Week 17 with the top seed wrapped up each time.

As Profootballtalk.com notes, in 2010, the Patriots rested several offensive starters and gave Brian Hoyer some extended playing time in the finale while 2011 saw Hoyer take a final series at the end of a 49-21 rout of the Bills.

Whether those results will impact Belichick's thinking remains to be seen because he won't be telling anyone. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Lee Schechter reminded readers, the Jets are one of the NFL's toughest teams to run on, so the Patriots didn't even try it for most of the game. Shane Vereen's 15-yard run when the Patriots increased the tempo was a bright point with the game on the line. Brandon Bolden provided grade-boosting plays with an impressive hurdle and a 17-yard outside run as he showed speed to hit the edge. Jonas Gray had just five yards on six carries.

Brady didn't have Edelman as his reliable receiver, so Danny Amendola was asked to fill the void. While Amendola was no Edelman, he finished with eight catches for 63 yards. He deserves credit for being dependable when Brady and his team needed him. LaFell (seven catches, 64 yards) pitched in with the steady dose of involvement that he brings to the offense each week.

The Jets did a top-notch job of covering Gronkowski as he finished with six receptions for a measly 31 yards. But he did find the end zone, as everyone expects him to do each week. It was a tough day for Gronk and Tim Wright, but give credit where it is due to the Jets.

No Patriots players left the game with injury. And on a positive note, both Edelman and Blount were on the practice field Wednesday. I'll have more on their status this week via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Jimmy Garoppolo, Garrett Gilbert 
RB: Shane Vereen, LeGarrette Blount, Jonas Gray, Brandon Bolden, James Develin, James White 
WR: Brandon LaFell, Julian Edelman, Danny Amendola, Bryan Tims, Matthew Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Tim Wright, Michael Hoomanawanui, Steve Maneri 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Triplett put it, "Drew Brees wasn't good enough when it mattered most.

"Neither was Jimmy Graham. And neither was the New Orleans Saints' offensive line. ..."

With that, fantasy owners will agree.

The Saints' offense hasn't been their biggest problem throughout this entire wayward season. But it needed to be the solution, led by franchise players like those. Instead, they came up extremely small Sunday in the biggest game of the season to date – a 30-14 loss to the Atlanta Falcons that eliminated them from playoff contention.

The Saints (6-9) had a total of 78 yards in the first half against a Falcons defense that came into the game ranked 32nd in the NFL in yards allowed.

Then they rallied, only to turn the ball over three times in the fourth quarter – including a controversial fumble by Graham and a killer interception by Brees with 2:35 remaining and the Saints trailing by just six points.

"It's about as bad a feeling as you could ever have as a quarterback," Brees flatly admitted when asked about that pick, which followed a disturbing season-long trend.

Brees has been very good at times this season. He's still on pace for nearly 5,000 yards and a 69.6 completion percentage that ranks seventh in NFL history. But those game-killing turnovers have crept up time and again – usually when he's trying to force things in close games.

"Yeah, that's been frustrating and disappointing," said Brees, who now has 14 interceptions and three lost fumbles – including one that came on a sack on the final play Sunday and was returned 86 yards for an exclamation-point TD by the Falcons.

"We could very easily look back and say there was many, many games where we had chances in the end and we were not able to capitalize," Brees said. "And I'd say in every season, the difference between you being a 12-4, 11-5 team and a team that's just middle of the pack, 8-8, is just so fine. It's that fine line, ‘Did you win some of those close games or did you lose them?'

"Fortunately in the past, I feel like we've won a lot of those games. Unfortunately this year we have not."

The Saints' sluggish start was just as disturbing as the finish Sunday.

New Orleans was gifted a quick 7-0 lead when Jalen Saunders returned the opening kickoff 99 yards to set up a 1-yard touchdown run by Mark Ingram. But then the offense started sleep-walking for the better part of three quarters.

As coach Sean Payton pointed out afterward, that was especially disappointing since the Saints' defense stepped up and played fairly well.

"We thought it was going to be a high-scoring matchup, but it ended up being different, and we weren't able to make enough plays on offense," Payton said.

Brees wound up being sacked a stunning five times by a Falcons defense that had also ranked last in the NFL in sacks heading into Sunday. That was a season-high for both teams.

The Saints' run game went nowhere all day. And Brees couldn't connect with Graham – whose performance was every bit as disappointing.

Graham caught just one pass for three yards through three quarters despite being targeted five times. And his fumble – even if it did occur after he crossed the goal-line – was still a fumble.

As Triplett noted, "We used to see Graham looking like a man playing among boys, out-muscling defenders for tough catches (like what he did on his too-little, too-late touchdown in the fourth quarter)."

It's hard to say if Graham's early-season shoulder injury is still bugging him, since he was still playing at a high level for a while after he first suffered the injury. But the Saints need more from him than what they've gotten over the past month.

For the record, Marques Colston caught six passes for 80 yards, Kenny Stills has 68 yards on six receptions and Graham, who also had a 4-yard touchdown catch, had 53 yards on six grabs. ...

Brees, who turns 36 next month, was asked if getting older makes him wonder if he's running out of chances to win Super Bowls.

"Well, I think that's starting the obvious. I'm not getting younger, none of us are," Brees said. "But I'm not thinking about anything other than the opportunity that's right before you from season to season. I feel like all of the pieces are in place here to do that."

According to Triplett, that statement seems a bit optimistic after the way this season just unfolded. But for the Saints to have any chance of that coming true, they'll need to rely most on Brees and Graham to be their two biggest game-changing weapons.

They'll need more than what they got on Sunday, when they finish the season at Tampa Bay (2-13) in a game that only matters for draft positioning.

That said, Payton insisted the Saints will treat Sunday's season finale like any other game, even though they've been eliminated from playoff contention.

The Saints will play their starters -- and they'll play to win.

"Listen, the guys will have the right mentality," Payton said after acknowledging it was a "tough day" to come back in to work Monday after a 30-14 loss to the Atlanta Falcons sealed their fate. "It's important to finish strong. It's an important game for us to play. Obviously, it doesn't have the relevance that we had hoped for. But that being said, it's important for every player, every coach. ...

"It was part of the message this morning. This is a game we're playing as if it were the most important game of the year. And you know what, it's the next one. It's the one we have to play. So we'll get ready."

Payton also said he won't use this week to audition younger players. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Saints managed to net just 57 yards rushing and had a 3.2 average for the second week in a row. Ingram had 38 yards and a 1-yard touchdown on 13 carries, but his long run of the game was just 8 yards. Brees had the longest run of the afternoon for the Saints on a 9-yard scramble in the first half and he finished with 8 yards on two carries.

Khiry Robinson had 7 yards on two attempts in what was an unproductive day for the Saints.

Pierre Thomas left Sunday's game with in the first half because of a rib injury and did not return. Travaris Cadet was a healthy inactive for the first time this season on Sunday.

I'll be looking for more on Thomas in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ... 
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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
Tom Coughlin is looking to change some things about Odell Beckham's game.

It's nothing big, and certainly not the edge the record-setting New York Giants' rookie brings to the field.

Coughlin just wants him to tone his celebrations after scoring, the little dance, the ball spin and even what may be an unconscious glance at an opponent that got one official to throw a flag on Sunday for taunting.

"The exuberance, if it goes too far, obviously, it is not a good thing, so we will continue to work with him," Coughlin said Monday, a day after a wild 37-27 win over the St. Louis Rams. "I spoke to him on the way out on the plane about a couple of things I was interested in continuing to talk to him about and why I wanted him to learn as much as he possibly could and for me to help him going forward because I want everyone to realize the quality of the young man, and not be offset by some of things that he has done."

Coughlin said Beckham agrees with him.

"He looked at me and said, 'Coach, stay after me,"' the 68-year-old coach added. "He wants to learn and he wants to continue to improve and be better."

According to Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan, it's a good relationship and one that may get to continue with the Giants (6-9) riding a three-game winning streak and Coughlin having a chance to keep his job.

Whatever happens, Coughlin wants Beckham to keep playing with an edge.

"There is no way you want to take anything away from the guy on the field, except for some of the things you see," Coughlin said. "I am not trying to tell you that everything he does is intentionally directed at the opponent. It is not, but if it is being interpreted by the officials as it is, then we have to do something about it."

Coughlin was a little surprised that Beckham was penalized for taunting after his first touchdown. He had spun the ball previously after scoring without drawing a flag. But this time, the official didn't hesitate to penalize the wideout.

"They felt that it was taunting," Coughlin said. "There is some evidence that he looks one way and then he comes back and does it. Whether or not he knows who is even around him that would be the question."

There is no question that Beckham, who missed the first four games of the season with a hamstring injury, is tearing up opposing defenses and drawing more than his share of attention. The Rams tried to get him off his game with a couple of late hits, one that resulted in a melee and three players ejected. It didn't work. He finished with eight catches for 148 yards and two touchdowns, including a crucial 80-yarder with the Rams threatening.

His 79 receptions, 1,120 yards and 11 touchdowns are team rookie records. He extended his NFL-rookie record with eight consecutive games of at least 90 yards receiving, one shy of the league mark set by Hall of Famer Michael Irvin in 1995.

"Here is a kid that runs the entire length of the field with every ball in practice," Coughlin said "It is one thing to see someone do that and then it is such an outstanding example for everyone else, but that is the kind of energy and excitement that he brings to the enjoyment of playing. That is there and it is there full-time. You want that."

Up next, the Giants will wrap up their 2014 season with a home game Sunday against the 9-6 Philadelphia Eagles, who were eliminated from playoff contention with the Cowboys' victory Sunday. It will be the fifth game in a row in which the Giants and their opponent have both been eliminated from playoff contention. The Eagles beat the Giants 27-0 in Week 6 in Philadelphia, in the game in which Victor Cruz suffered his season-ending knee injury.

Other notes of interest. ... Coughlin said Eli Manning's focus was laser-like in throwing for 391 yards and three touchdowns Sunday. He was 25-for-32 for a season-high 391 yards and three touchdowns and completed passes to six different receivers. He checked into a run call on a play that resulted in a 45-yard Andre Williams run. It was the most comfortable and in command he's been all season. ...

Veteran receiver Rueben Randle also had a career day with six catches for a career-high 132 yards and a touchdown. As ESPN.com's Dan Graziano suggested, few Giants needed a big game more than Randle did.

In doing so, he likely helped his own confidence and the team's faith in him moving into next season.

Randle has twice been benched for the first quarter for violating team rules in recent weeks. "The way in which he approached this game, I would hope he would stamp on the back of his hand to remind him of how he prepared for this one and how well he played," Coughlin said.

Carrying the load for the third straight game with Rashad Jennings sidelined by an ankle injury Week 16 at St. Louis, Williams delivered his second 100-yard effort during that stretch, picking up 110 yards on 26 carries. Still, as CBSSports.com pointed out, like in Week 14, it wasn't the steadiest performance.

He had a 50-yard run in that one en route to a career-best 131 yards. He had the above-mentioned 45-yard run en route to his 110 yards in this one.

Because Williams is short on receiving ability, his numbers don't look so great when he doesn't break a long run, but with all the carries he's getting now, his chances are better than not of breaking one. He's worth starting in standard leagues Week 17 against Philadelphia.

New York also might have found their third down back of the future in youngster Orleans Darkwa, who added 21 yards to the Giants' 128 rushing yards, and who had the lone rushing touchdown for them.

Meanwhile, Jennings' chances of playing this week will depend on his ability to practice. He was on the field Wednesday; I'll follow up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days, but nobody should get their hopes up. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Andre Williams, Orleans Darkwa, Chris Ogbonnaya, Rashad Jennings 
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 framed it: "One more week. One final game.

"That's all that might be left in Rex Ryan's tenure as coach of the New York Jets, with his future uncertain beyond Sunday's season finale at Miami against the Dolphins.

"Sweeping changes could be on tap for the Jets, who are 3-12 after a 17-16 loss to the New England Patriots on Sunday and finishing out a fourth straight season without a playoff appearance. ..."

Waszak went on to explain that owner Woody Johnson could opt to clean house next Monday by firing Ryan as well as general manager John Idzik, pushing the reset button on the franchise.

"I'm not worried about a coaching change or whatever," Ryan said during a conference call Monday. "I'm not even worried. I'm just looking forward to the opportunity that's right in front of us, and that's playing against Miami."

Beyond that, of course, is anyone's guess. Johnson has been keeping his thoughts on the situation close to the vest, but he can't be happy with what has transpired on the field or off during the past few seasons.

Four years ago, the Jets were a win away from the Super Bowl. Now, they're among the teams with the worst records in the NFL.

"I think when we look at this season and the games we did lose, there were, in my opinion, a lot of games that were decided by a couple of mistakes or a couple of plays," left tackle D'Brickashaw Ferguson said. "It actually makes me feel that if we were to overcome those mistakes or made those plays at critical times, that we'd be put in a very different place.

"I don't think we're far away. I think a few key pieces is what we need."

But Johnson could determine that a few of those include a new coach and a new general manager.

"I'm not thinking about it," Ryan said. "I've never worried about it, and won't. I know I have a job to do, and I plan on doing it."

Jets players have been asked for weeks about the possibility of a coaching change, which would lead to changes throughout the locker room as well as the staff.

"I think the toughest part about it is not being able to continue to play for the same coach, the same guy that you learned to love, you invest so much in, and you believe (in) them," quarterback Geno Smith said. "To reset and readjust is a tough thing to do, but we are professionals and we have to do it.

"A change could be good for us all, so if it happens, when it happens, then we'll see."

The players haven't given up hope that Ryan could return, but they know the decision is out of their hands. They could, however, have better stated their case on the field. The Jets' two losses to the Patriots this season were by a total of three points, and seven of their 12 losses overall were by 10 or fewer points.

Ferguson is finishing his ninth season, all with the Jets, and he went through a coaching change when Eric Mangini was fired after the 2008 season. As a veteran looking at the twilight of his career, he's wary of what could be involved in a total shake-up of the organization.

"I actually think if we preserve what we have and just strategically make some switches here or there," Ferguson said, "we'd be far better off than trying to clear everything and start fresh."

It's a sentiment shared by several players throughout the locker room, but it might not be enough to save Ryan or Idzik from the unemployment line in less than a week.

"Hopefully we can just preserve what we have and, if anything," Ferguson said, "learn just how to do what we do better and hopefully we won't have another year that was like this."

Meanwhile, ESPN reported Monday that Johnson has decided to retain former NFL general manager Charley Casserly as a consultant if and when he fires Ryan and/or Idzik.

That Johnson has already connected with Casserly would indicate he is planning on a partial or total housecleaning once this disastrous Jets season grinds to a halt following Sunday's finale.

On the injury front. ... Ryan said center Nick Mangold has "a bad sprain" in his left ankle and tests revealed no break. Percy Harvin's ribs are "extremely sore" after being injured Sunday. Ryan isn't sure of their availability for Sunday.

Ryan said Harvin will play Sunday if he can tolerate the pain.

Harvin's ribs hurt so much that it hurts to laugh, according to Ryan, but he has impressed the Jets with his pain tolerance. He has played the past two games on a third-degree ankle sprain.

"I think his teammates were blown away by it," Ryan said. "Anybody that has something like that, especially as a receiver, I don't see how he did it. The young man, obviously he can bounce back from things, he heals quickly, but it tells you this guy is tough. There is no other way around it. You have to be tough to be able to go through something like that."

Harvin needs to play in the season finale in order to avoid missing a game to injury for just the second time in his six-year career but he was not on the practice field Wednesday. I'll have more in the Late-Breaking Updates section as the week progresses. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Kieran Darcy, Smith wasn't terrible this time around. In fact, for nearly three quarters, he was guiding the Jets to an upset of the Patriots -- with a big assist from the defense, of course. Indeed, Smith actually outplayed Patriots QB Tom Brady in the first half, when Smith was 11 of 16 for 117 yards and almost flawlessly executed an 87-yard touchdown drive that he ended with a perfectly thrown 20-yard scoring strike to TE Jeff Cumberland.

But then two critical mistakes -- an interception and a sack -- cost the Jets dearly.

Ryan delivered an unusually blunt assessment of Smith after the game.

"Pretty dang critical," Ryan said of Smith's sack, which forced Nick Folk to try a 52-yard field goal that was partially blocked. "That's something you have to learn from. You can't take a sack there, no matter who's in your face. Get rid of the football. You can't take sacks in those situations."

As for the interception, Ryan said, "He underthrew it. It was a poor throw."

Clearly Smith (17-for-27, 210 yards) has played better since returning from his demotion, but not well enough to remain the undisputed starter for 2015. The Jets need help at the position -- a proven veteran -- but they at least know they still have a developing player in Smith.

As the Sports Xchange notes, the Jets rushed for 116 yards, but required 32 carries to do so and gained three yards or less on 22 of those rushes.

During the first half, in particular, the Patriots stacked the box and dared Smith to beat them through the air. The bulk of the yardage was gained on the first drive of the second half, when Chris Ivory (11 rushes for 53 yards) and Chris Johnson (10 rushes for 30 yards) combined for 46 yards on the first four carries.

Of course, that drive stalled out once the Jets got into the red zone.

Bilal Powell (five carries for 21 yards) actually looked to have the freshest set of legs, especially on a 14-yard gain out of the Wildcat that set up the Jets' touchdown. 
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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 Oakland Raiders salvaged a little something from this season by winning their final three home games.

Yet they've remained one of the NFL's worst road teams since 2011 and are down to their final shot at rectifying that problem this year.

As the Associated Press noted this week, it's something interim coach Tony Sparano has wrestled with all season.

The Raiders have tried altering when they practice to accommodate the different starting times for away games.

Players have woken up extra early and the team has shuffled its daily routine, all in an effort to snap Oakland out of its road funk.

So far, nothing has worked.

Heading into Sunday's regular-season finale at Denver, the Raiders are 0-7 on the road this season and only 2-21 since beating the Kansas City Chiefs 23-20 on a 36-yard field goal by Sebastian Janikowski in overtime at Arrowhead Stadium on Dec. 24, 2011.

"That's really the next step," Sparano said Monday, one day after Oakland beat Buffalo 26-24. "We have to be able to turn the tide when we're in those situations.

"Take some of that energy, confidence and swagger that we have from home, and bring it with us on the road. That's the next step for our football team."

Sunday's win over Buffalo eliminated the Bills from playoff contention. Oakland also hurt San Francisco's postseason hopes by beating the 49ers 24-13 in Week 14.

The Raiders threw a similar curve into the Chiefs' plans and ended their 0-10 start when they beat Kansas City 24-20 in Week 12.

The problem is that the Raiders have been unable to parlay that success on the road.

One week after stunning the Chiefs on national television, Oakland suffered a 52-0 loss to St. Louis that was the second-worst in franchise history. Two weeks later, after beating the 49ers, the Raiders collapsed in the fourth quarter and lost to Kansas City 31-13.

Rookie quarterback Derek Carr has been at a loss to explain why Oakland has played well at home, but has struggled on the road.

Even veterans such as defensive lineman Antonio Smith and safety Charles Woodson have been stymied for answers.

"That's our biggest challenge right now," Smith said. "That's kind of our Achilles' heel, to find that motivation that the Raiders fans give us here on away games, to take the energy out of the crowd of the home team and use it to our advantage."

Oakland has struggled to win road games for more than a decade.

Since winning the AFC championship in 2002 and playing in the Super Bowl, the Raiders have gone 22-74 when not at home.

That includes a Week 4 game this year against Miami -- a home game for Oakland on the schedule that was played in London.

They've had only one season in which they've finished .500 or better on the road, in 2011 when they went 5-3 and finished 8-8 overall.

Beyond that, Oakland hasn't had much good fortune at all.

"We've got to learn how to take what we do here and go on the road and do it," Carr said. "We have to take that, the way we can play here against some really good football teams, and do that on the road.

"We need to learn how to do that and it's something that we are learning to do. But it just hasn't happened yet. Eventually we'll get it right."

Nonetheless, Oakland is fighting to the end. If Oakland wins Sunday, it will be 4-12 for the third straight season.

Other notes of interest. ... The Raiders practiced Tuesday without Carr, who was sent home for the day after showing up sick.

Carr had not missed a practice this year since winning the starting job from Matt Schaub in the preseason.

Schaub, who was acquired in a trade from the Houston Texans in March, took most of the reps in practice while Carr rested at home. Third-stringer Matt McGloin, a starter for six games as a rookie with the Raiders in 2013, also got time working with Oakland's first-team offense.

Carr leads all NFL rookie quarterbacks this season in completions, passing yardage and touchdowns.

"He came in a little sick today, so I sent him home," Sparano said, adding that he's hopeful Carr will return to practice on Wednesday. "We'll see how it goes."

I'll have more on his status when Late-Breaking Updates crank up on Thursday. ...

Worth noting, Carr completed 11 of his final 14 passing attempts after starting out 6-for-20, finishing 17 of 34 for 214 yards and two short touchdowns. He had a 51-yard pass to Andre Holmes and a 50-yard completion to Kenbrell Thompkins, both which set up touchdowns.

Carr had zero interceptions and was sacked only once.

The NFL's 32nd-ranked rushing attack had 140 yards on the ground their second highest total of the season. The Raiders ran the ball more times then they passed it (36 to 34) for only the second time this season.

Latavius Murray had 23 carries for 86 yards and Darren McFadden had his most effective game since October with 54 yards on nine attempts. Each had a 25-yard run.

Still, with 23 carries in each of the last two games, there's no doubt that Murray has taken control of a featured role. ...

According to ESPN.com's Bill Williamson, Marcel Reece made the Pro Bowl for two reasons. One, there aren't that many fullbacks that play a lot and two, he has made it the past two years.

Reece is a good player, but he is a niche player. He didn't make much of an impact this season. He has 54 touches this season. It his second fewest touch total since he became a full-time player in 2010. Again, Reece is talented, but he wasn't a major impact player this season, especially since how the Raiders use him limitedly in their attack.

Janikowski booted four field goals of 45, 36, 38 and 49. Janikowski has made 19 of 22 field goal attempts this season. He has made six in the past two games. ...

One last note here. ... The search for the next coach of is about to ramp up.

Owner Mark Davis told Tim Kawakami of the San Jose Mercury News on Tuesday night that he plans to start interviewing head-coaching candidates next week. Davis will begin talks on Monday and Tuesday when assistant coaches with playoff teams are allotted time.

Davis is making it clear he'll have a more hands-on approach in the hiring process this time around. General manager Reggie McKenzie was given complete control of the process that led to the hiring of Dennis Allen. The Raiders fired Allen in September after two-plus seasons and an 8-28 record. Sparano is considered one of the candidates for the full-time job.

As for McKenzie, Davis told Kawakami that his general manager will be involved in the coaching search. Davis did note, however, that everyone in the organization is being evaluated following Oakland's third consecutive season with at least 12 losses.

The big name connected to the job right now is Jim Harbaugh, who will almost certainly part ways with the 49ers next week. Citing the league's tampering rules, Davis declined to comment on Harbaugh, who fits the "rock star" qualifications that Davis is looking for. 
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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
Meaningless or not, head coach Chip Kelly said he's playing Sunday's game against the New York Giants to win.

Kelly and the Eagles were eliminated from playoff consideration when they lost to the Washington Redskins on Saturday and the Dallas Cowboys beat the Indianapolis Colts on Sunday to clinch the NFC East.

The Eagles, 7-2 at one point, and 9-3 just three weeks ago, have lost three games in a row. The Cowboys are 11-4.

According to the Associated Press, Kelly said he doesn't plan to play backups or others who didn't get much time during the year, including backup quarterback Matt Barkley instead of Mark Sanchez.

"Yeah, we're not benching Mark," Kelly said. "No. He went, what, 37 of 50? Let's get that straight. We're going (there) to win the football game. There's no 'hey, let's go see what we can do.' Our job is to go up and play the New York Giants and we're going to do everything we can to beat the New York Giants."

Kelly says players earn playing time. Those who play the best in practice get to play on Sundays. It doesn't matter if the division title is on the line, or if it's a game where the outcome has no playoff implications.

In Kelly's world, there is no looking ahead to next year, not while there is still a game to be played.

"If they warranted playing time, and we've been with these guys since preseason camp, then they'll play," the second-year coach said. "But we are not going to turn around now and say because you haven't beaten anybody out in the last 15 weeks, we're going to let you play this week."

The Eagles beat the Giants, 27-0, early in the season. A lot has changed since that game. The Eagles went from 9-3 to 9-6 and the Giants have gone from 3-9 to 6-9.

Kelly would like to see the losing streak end and get a 10th win, even if it doesn't come with a playoff berth, and at the expense of seeing some younger players.

"The upside is we're going to win a football game and that's what this whole organization is all about," Kelly said. "It's not about trying to see what the future is. It's about we got a game. I would not be fair in any of my beliefs and I would not be fair to any football player right now if I said to some guy 'Hey, I know you're a better player, but I'm going to play a younger guy now."'

For what it's worth, Kelly said quarterback Nick Foles (broken collarbone) will not be cleared to play this week. Foles has been out since week nine when he suffered the jury in Houston.

As ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan suggested, after three consecutive losses, Sanchez looks more like the turnover-prone, limited quarterback who inspired the New York Jets to move on last year.

Now, Kelly will be going into his third NFL season without knowing if he has a legitimate No. 1 quarterback. That was the risk he took when he got to Philadelphia last year. Kelly had Foles and Michael Vick on his roster and decided to let them compete for the job. He wanted to try to win right away -- no building around a young quarterback for Kelly -- and, for a while, that's exactly what he did.

Foles' astonishing 2013 season (27 touchdowns, two interceptions, 7-1 second-half record) created the impression Kelly had his quarterback. But Foles was nowhere near that level of excellence this season. His injury forced Kelly to make a decision he might have come close to making soon anyway.

Foles and Sanchez have each thrown 10 interceptions this season.

Their 26 turnovers from quarterbacks is the most in the NFL. ...

Whatever the case, Week 17 is important for Sanchez, who will be a free agent after the season. A strong finish against the Giants will help his stock as he hits an open market that features a significant dearth of quality quarterback options.

Other notes of interest. ... Tight end Zach Ertz set a franchise record with 15 receptions against Washington. Ertz had just 39 catches in the first 14 games.

"We knew going in that the tight ends were going to have opportunities to have some big plays," said Ertz, who played a season-high 72 snaps. "Hopefully, I'll have more games like this. Hopefully, this won't be the last time it goes like this. But maybe when I have kids, I'll be able to say, 'Hey, in one game I had 15 catches."'

Meanwhile, for as productive as Jeremy Maclin and Jordan Matthews have been in the second half of the season, neither seemed to be a big target for Sanchez in Washington. Ertz got all the targets for the Eagles, but wide receiver Riley Cooper scored the touchdowns, hauling in a 3-yard slant late in the second quarter and making a leaping 16-yard grab early in the fourth.

Cooper finished with five catches for 53 yards.

Cooper entered the game with just one touchdown all season, and he hadn't topped 50 yards since Week 8 at Arizona. As CBSSports.com noted, Matthews, a rookie, had seemingly overtaken him in the pecking order, but now Matthews has averaged just 33.0 receiving yards in his last four games. ...

LeSean McCoy and Darren Sproles combined for a decent 112 yards on 26 carries against Washington. McCoy had five rushing first downs and three double-digit runs, including an 11-yard TD run in the first quarter. The Eagles rushed for 21 yards on 3 red-zone carries in the first half, but managed just 3 yards on 4 red-zone carries in the second half when they scored just 7 points on 3 red-zone trips. ...

Cody Parkey, the Eagles' rookie kicker, had missed just two field goal attempts all season. Parkey missed two consecutive attempts in the third quarter. His 34-yard attempt went just wide right. A few minutes later, Parkey was way wide to the right on a 46-yard attempt. Parkey made a chip-shot field goal to tie the game at 24-24 in the fourth quarter, but six points would have made a difference in this game. 
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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
According to Associated Press sports writer Will Graves, Ramon Foster never stopped believing the Steelers were a playoff team.

"I've said it since the beginning of camp, we have the tools capable of doing it," Foster said. "It starts up front with the O-line and D-line. We have a quarterback. We have a running back. We have receivers. We have a defense that is getting hot."

So hot that Foster sees no problem with taking the feeling he had since camp opened in July a step further.

"A lot of press look at me weird when I say it, but I think we're a team that's capable of playing in Arizona," Foster said.

That's Arizona as in the host of the Super Bowl.

Foster wasn't bragging or making a prediction, necessarily, but giving voice to a confidence that has slowly been building throughout the fall. Pittsburgh's momentum crested in Sunday's 20-12 win over Kansas City that secured a playoff spot and set up a showdown with Cincinnati this weekend for the AFC North title and the home playoff game that goes along with it.

While quarterback Ben Roethlisberger stresses the Steelers (10-5) remain a work in progress, they also look less uneven than the group that slouched through a 3-3 start. Pittsburgh is 7-2 since getting crushed by the Browns on Oct. 12. Roethlisberger is in the midst of the finest season of his career. Antonio Brown is obliterating every significant team single-season receiving record and Le'Veon Bell is entering the conversation as the most versatile running back in the league.

Even the defense has shown up. As Grave put it, "That really was 36-year-old James Harrison spending a good portion of Sunday afternoon in the Kansas City backfield." The team that gave up big plays with alarming regularity earlier in the year kept the Chiefs out of the end zone. Pittsburgh is no longer just jumping to the lead, the Steelers are keeping it.

Pittsburgh has trailed for only 5 minutes since a 25-point fourth quarter outburst against Cincinnati on Dec. 7. The finishing instinct the Steelers lacked during treadmill-spinning 8-8 seasons in 2012 and 2013 has suddenly reappeared. In each of the last two weeks, the Steelers have held the ball early in the fourth quarter nursing a one-score lead. Twice they responded with lengthy scoring drives that sealed the outcome.

"We knew we had the talent, and that it was just a case of us being consistent and putting it together," Bell said. "It might not have looked like we were making progress, but we knew that if we kept doing what we were supposed to be doing, we'd be alright."

The Steelers certainly look like it. The impact plays against the Chiefs were made by franchise fixtures who multiple Super Bowl rings at home like Roethlisberger and Harrison to newcomers like Bell and rookie defensive tackle Stephon Tuitt who are in the midst of a playoff push for the first time.

Pittsburgh doesn't have the swagger that accompanied the franchise during its dominant run from 2005-10 where it won two Vince Lombardi trophies and played for a third. That's fine by head coach Mike Tomlin, who would prefer his team get by on its play, not its reputation. The Steelers have spent the last four months bucking tradition, riding one of the NFL's most potent offenses back to prominence and sticking with a youthful core that is growing up in front of its coach's eyes.

"Same guys, but they've matured through the process," Tomlin said. "That maturation process is sometimes not easy."

But it's effective. The growing pains of September and October -- and 2012 and 2013 for that matter -- are now firmly in the rearview mirror. Following a two-year absence, the Steelers are back in the playoffs and have no plans on going home anytime soon.

"We had some up and downs but we just kept pounding the pavement and it's been paying off for us," linebacker Lawrence Timmons said. "We've seen that if we believe, we can win. We've just got to go do it."

On the injury front. ... Roethlisberger said he is fine after hurting his right knee late in the third quarter. Roethlisberger limped off the field after throwing a 3-yard touchdown pass to Brown. Steelers doctors checked Roethlisberger's knee in the locker room as a precaution, but he quickly returned to the field and did not miss a snap.

Roethlisberger got drilled by Chiefs defensive tackle Jaye Howard as he threw the only touchdown pass of the game but said afterward that he didn't know what exactly happened. "I knew that it just hurt," Roethlisberger said, "but I'm fine."

Roethlisberger completed 18 of 25 passes for 220 yards and a touchdown. He did not throw an interception for the third consecutive game.

Other notes of interest. ... Roethlisberger and Brown seemed genuinely happy for Bell after he won the team MVP award on Tuesday.

"With the things that he did this year when you think of an MVP that's the kind of guy that should come to mind so I think it was very well deserved," Roethlisberger said.

Roethlisberger and Brown also were deserving.

Roethlisberger leads the AFC with 4,635 passing yards, and Brown leads the NFL in catches (122) and receiving yards (1,570).

"I think he really deserved it," Brown said of Bell.

Bell's emergence as a premier running and receiving threat apparently put the second-year man over the top in the eyes of his teammates.

Bell leads the AFC with 1,341 rushing yards and has set a Steelers record for catches (77) by a running back in a season. Since the fourth week of last season, when Bell made his NFL debut, no player has more yards from scrimmage (3,374) than the 2013 second-round draft pick. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, Brown extended his dual team records to 122 receptions and 1,570 yards in one season. ...

And finally. ... RB/WR Dri Archer dressed for the first time in three games and while he played a few snaps, he had no carries and was not targeted for a pass. 
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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
Head coach Jeff Fisher said Monday that he doesn't expect any of his players to be fined for their participation in a brawl in the first half of a loss to the Giants. Fisher said accusations of dirty play by New York defensive end Jason Pierre-Paul and others are overblown.

"To buy into all of our friskiness or all this stuff that they're referring to, I think it would be good if they look themselves in the mirror," Fisher said. "They beat us physically in a number of instances, but I don't think we had a lot to do with those things on the sideline other than the attempt to break things up."

On the play that led to the brawl, Alec Ogletree carried his tackle of Odell Beckham well out of bounds and then rubbed it in. Ogletree was jumped from behind by wide receiver Preston Parker and in the ensuing fracas Rams defensive end William Hayes had his helmet ripped off.

Hayes admitted to trading punches, neither of which landed, with Giants defensive end Damontre' Moore. Hayes, Parker and Moore were ejected.

Contrary to the video of the game, Fisher said "when you look at it really close" Beckham had been grabbing Ogletree's facemask. "He's pulling him out of bounds, so it's hard for (Ogletree) to let up," the coach added.

Beckham might have had a hand on Ogletree's facemask, but only while hanging on for dear life.

Fisher judged actions of Giants kicker Josh Brown much worse. Brown kicked Cody Davis in the facemask after getting tossed onto a pile of players after a kickoff and was whistled for a personal foul, but Fisher thought Brown should have been ejected.

"People get ejected for kicking people in the game," Fisher said. "Typically when that happens, they go. It could have been the difference in the game, finishing the game without a kicker."

No such luck for the Rams (6-9), assured of an eighth consecutive losing season. Fisher brought the franchise back from the ashes and has overhauled the roster but mistakes combined with occasional boneheaded play have combined to keep them stuck at the bottom of the NFC West.

Best case scenario, and it's a stretch, they upset the powerful Seahawks in the finale and finish at seven victories for the third straight year under Fisher. Seattle is a 13-point favorite, ending a run of four straight weeks when the Rams were the oddsmakers' pick.

As Associated Press sports writer R.B. Fallstrom suggested, against the Giants there were way too many gaffes.

The defense surrendered a season-worst 514 yards to a team that hasn't been an offensive power and was particularly shaky in the secondary with safeties often mismatched in 1-on-1 coverage with prolific Beckham. The late hits by Ogletree and safety T.J. McDonald revealed a mindset to teach the rookie a lesson after he'd vowed earlier in the day to "set records."

"Goodness, we've got a lot of stuff we've got to correct," Ogletree said. "Can't go into the offseason after having a performance like this."

The offense couldn't keep up.

Shaun Hill missed on two deep throws to open receivers, Tavon Austin muffed a routine catch that resulted in an interception and center Scott Wells sent two shotgun snaps over the quarterback's head. The first denied a shot at a touchdown in the final seconds of the half and the second short-circuited a late comeback bid after special teamer Daren Bates leaped over the line to block a field goal.

Hill completed 24-of-32 passes for 290 yards and two touchdowns with a passer rating of 110.2. Kenny Britt had nine receptions for 103 yards to lead the Rams. .

Fisher said he's sticking with Wells, who has worn a large brace covering most of his right arm for more than half of the season. He's happy with Wells' performance calling the blocking and protection assignments and said the brace was "just protective."

"He's not getting treatment on it, he's strong. I think it's more of a security thing for him. It has not affected it but something went wrong yesterday. "He's going to have to not allow that to happen."

Other notes of interest. ... Because the Rams fell behind early, they weren't able to run as often as they like, but Tre Mason still managed to gain 76 yards on just 13 attempts, and scored on a 10-yard run. Austin gained 25 yards on three runs. 
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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 Chargers know how lucky they are to have Philip Rivers as their quarterback.

Otherwise, they almost certainly would have lost at San Francisco on Saturday night and been eliminated from the playoff chase.

Playing through rib and back injuries, Rivers brought back the Chargers from a brutal first-half performance to lead a rally that resulted in a 38-35 overtime victory.

If the Chargers (9-6) win at Kansas City on Sunday, they're in the playoffs.

As ESPN.com's Eric Williams suggested, while not demonstrating the mobility of a track athlete like Colin Kaepernick, Rivers sidestepped the rush at times to buy time. And he showed better accuracy and more patience in letting his receivers work themselves open down the field.

"He's going to miss a throw," head coach Mike McCoy said. "He's going to throw another interception at times in his career. But he's one of the best in the business. And we're very fortunate to have him here."

Rivers was especially precise on fourth down. The Chargers finished a perfect 3-for-3 on fourth-down conversions in the final half, including two on their game-tying drive to force overtime. San Diego entered the game 1-for-5 on fourth-down attempts, the worst conversion rate in the league this season.

On fourth-and-8 from San Francisco's 43-yard line, Rivers found Eddie Royal on an out route down the sideline that he scooped up for a 17-yard gain and a first down. Four plays later, Rivers stuck a throw in the chest of seldom-used receiver Dontrelle Inman on a curl route on fourth-and-10 from San Francisco's 26-yard line for a 17-yard gain.

Two plays later, Rivers hit Malcom Floyd on a slant route for an 11-yard touchdown to tie the game.

Rivers finished 33-of-54 for 356 yards, with four touchdown passes and three interceptions. He was sacked twice, posting an 82.0 passer rating. Rivers didn't play lights out, but he was surgical when the game mattered most. He was named AFC Offensive Player of the Week for his performance.

The victory was Rivers' 19th fourth-quarter, come-from-behind career win.

"He gets into a rhythm, and you can't stop him," Chargers safety Eric Weddle said.

"It says a lot about him," McCoy said Monday. "A lot of other teams, not just the quarterback, would have folded the way they played the first half. Philip's one of the fiercest competitors and toughest competitors I've ever been around."

As Associated Press sports writer Bernie Wilson notes, the Chargers still won't say how severe Rivers' injuries are.

Team sources told ESPN's Chris Mortensen that Rivers is playing with a bulging disk in his lower back that doctors fear is on the brink of being herniated.

Rivers sat out practice twice last week and could be rested again at some point this week.

Rivers has taken epidural injections to reduce swelling, according to sources. He hopes to avoid offseason surgery, but it is an option, according to Mortensen.

"We'll do what's in the best interest of Philip Rivers and our organization," said McCoy, who hates talking about injuries.

"Philip's as tough as there is in the business. Philip will play on Sunday," the coach said.

The Chargers were off Monday. They practiced Tuesday and Wednesday before talking off Thursday for Christmas and practicing again on Friday.

Ryan Mathews and Keenan Allen both missed practice Tuesday and Wednesday, according to Michael Gehlken of U-T San Diego.

Mathews hasn't played since injuring his ankle in Week 14, while Allen remains week-to-week with the broken collarbone he sustained in a Week 15 loss to the Broncos. While McCoy says it's possible Mathews will suit up Sunday against the Chiefs, it's fair to wonder if Allen will even play again this season.

Rivers practiced on Tuesday, a sign that his back is in better shape heading into Sunday's game.

"I definitely feel better than last week," Rivers said.

I'll continue to follow up on both -- as well as Rivers -- via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Meanwhile, just like last season, when the Chargers made their improbable postseason run, things are falling San Diego's way.

But Rivers won't allow himself -- or the rest of his teammates -- to look beyond Kansas City. Over the past 10 years, the Chargers are 6-4 at Arrowhead Stadium.

"First of all, we know what it is to go to Kansas City and win," Rivers said. "That's hard. But, if after that we found a way to win that one and it's not enough, then it's not enough. We have to make sure we hold up our end of it and find a way to get to 10-6. In most organizations they would say that's a pretty positive year."

Other notes of interest. ... Inman and running back Ronnie Brown were unlikely contributors who made critical plays in Saturday's win.

Inman, 25, was active for just the sixth time this season due to Allen being out. Inman's work ethic has been noted in the past. He's usually the last one to leave the practice field during the week, getting in extra work with Royal on pass routes and catches on the JUGS machine. That work paid off Saturday.

After seeing minimal playing time early on, Inman was placed in the starting lineup to open the second half. And he responded with seven catches for 79 yards. The most critical catch came on a curl route on fourth-and-10 from San Francisco's 26-yard line with less than a minute left in regulation for a 17-yard gain. The play set up Malcom Floyd's 11-yard touchdown catch that tied the game at 35-all, sending the contest into overtime.

"You never knew when he was going to get an opportunity to play," head coach Mike McCoy said. "But he's a guy every day that shows up and works his tail off, and it paid off."

Added Inman: "It's awesome to have a Hall of Fame quarterback trusting you. You can't ask for anything better."

Brown rejoined the Chargers in October as added depth with Mathews out because of a knee injury. Needing someone to grind out yards to close out the game Saturday night, the 33-year-old runner finished with 33 yards on seven carries, including 22 on the final drive of the game to put the Chargers in field goal position for Nick Novak's 40-yarder for the win.

"He just leads in there," Rivers said about Brown. "He does his scout team work and just says, ‘When y'all need me, I'll be there.' And he had two big catches on the drive for the touchdown, and then he obviously closed the game out the way he ran the ball."

Brown said he was just fulfilling his role on this football team Saturday.

"It's a game of opportunities," Brown said. "When your number is called, you want to go out and do whatever you can do to try and make the team better in whatever your role is, and try to do it to the best of your ability. I try and keep that mindset. And that's the character of this football team."

Novak said he and special-teams coordinator Kevin Spencer told McCoy they felt confident making the winning field goal attempt about 40 yards out from that side of the field.

"It was good footing," Novak said. "There was no wind tonight. Usually there's quite a bit of wind in the stadium. It was really right in the middle. Everything went well and according to plan." 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Branden Oliver, Donald Brown, Ronnie Brown, Ryan Mathews 
WR: Malcom Floyd, Eddie Royal, Seyi Ajirotutu, Dontrelle Inman, Keenan Allen 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, John Phillips, David Johnson 
PK: Nick Novak 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
According to ESPN.com's Paul Gutierrez, it does not get any closer to a microcosm of the San Francisco 49ers' season than this: A back-breaking 38-35 loss in overtime to the San Diego Chargers.

The Niners jumped out to a big lead, then hit a speed bump. They stood up, dusted themselves off and seemed to right themselves for the stretch run but then collapsed miserably.

Yes, the 49ers' story against San Diego was also the tale of woe for their season.

"Right now, not much to say," said a stunned Jim Harbaugh, who purportedly has only one game left in his Niners' tenure and whose team has lost four straight games to fall to 7-8.

"That's a tough one. Everybody feels it."

Especially when the 49ers jumped the Chargers at the outset, using a bruising ground game to score the first 21 points of the game and held a commanding 28-7 halftime lead.

The Niners still led by two touchdowns, 35-21, after Colin Kaepernick's 90-yard touchdown run, the second-longest run by an NFL quarterback since 2001, late in the third quarter.

"I thought it was over," running back Frank Gore said.

Instead, that's when the wheels came off.

But even when things were going well for the Niners -- they won the coin toss to start OT and began driving -- there was an undercurrent of dread. ... Just like this entire season.

And it starts with their coach. Harbaugh has kept quiet about the speculation surrounding his future for nearly a year.

So he has no plans to participate now as he begins what could be his final week with the team.

He wouldn't say whether 49ers executives had come to him to let him know if his alma mater, the University of Michigan, reached out about bringing the coach to Ann Arbor.

"What will happen will happen, what won't happen won't happen," Harbaugh said Monday. "Like the players, like the coaches, we're dedicated to doing our job, finish what you start. That's the mindset."

Harbaugh, who will turn 51 on Tuesday, has lost four straight games for the first time in his four-year stint. He has one year remaining on the $25 million, five-year contract he signed in January 2011 to leave Stanford for the 49ers (7-8). San Francisco finishes its disappointing first season at $1.3 billion Levi's Stadium on Sunday hosting Arizona (11-3), who upended the Niners 23-14 in Week 3.

"Let's hug our families and go get a win here," he said. "It's not fun when you lose. That's a heartbreaking thing."

Harbaugh is doing his best to keep it all in perspective after the Niners reached each of the last three NFC championship games and lost the Super Bowl following the 2012 season.

"I am so proud to report to you that I have the best wife, Sarah Harbaugh, and six wonderful children," Harbaugh said. "And I'm proud to report that my future will always be bright with the family that I have."

FOXSports insider Jay Glazer reported that the 49ers and Harbaugh would cut ties within 24-48 hours after the season ends Sunday.

"Well, as you know, I have not participated in the speculation, the unnamed sources or rumors, or asked you to have Jay Glazer go back and ask his source for more clarification," Harbaugh said. "I haven't participated and I don't intend to.

"This has been a good 12 months of this kind of thing. No reason to start right now."

Harbaugh's not the only one who could be in his final week with the franchise. There's Gore, perhaps the most notable.

"Again, not to speculate. Definitely, we know this is going to be the last week of the season and I'm going to enjoy it," Harbaugh said. "I'm going to enjoy all the players, enjoy the coaches, enjoy the staff, enjoy all the people in the building that I really love and enjoy being around: the trainers, front office people, our entire organization, spend some time with the scouts here in town. Just everybody, enjoy it."

When asked whether he has been tempted to publicly stand up for himself, Harbaugh said:

"It's a very good question. The high road's the only road I know. Let's keep on that way."

Other notes of interest. ... Gore suffered what was described as a concussion six days earlier, sat out practice completely Wednesday and was only able to go in a limited fashion Thursday and Friday.

Yet there he was, shredding the Chargers' defense to the tune of a season-high 129 yards on 14 carries. ... In the first half. He had a 52-yard touchdown run less than two minutes into the game and is the lone player in the league this season with TD runs and receptions of 50-plus yards, as he had a 55-yard catch and run Sept. 28 against Philadelphia.

Gore finished with 158 yards on 26 carries and is 38 from a 1,000-yard rushing season. ...

Worth noting. ... For the first time in his 10-year career, Gore has a contract that is set to expire after his next game.

So is it possible fans who come to Levi's Stadium on Sunday will be watching Gore for the final time in a 49ers uniform?

"We sure hope not," general manager Trent Baalke told CSNBayArea.com on Tuesday.

Baalke informed Gore during a talk in the weight room Monday that the 49ers want Gore back for his 11th season, Baalke said. The 49ers have yet to make a formal contract offer to Gore, who is scheduled for unrestricted free agency.

I'll be following up on this later in the week (watch the Late-Breaking Updates section). ...

Wide receiver Quinton Patton, who was inactive for the first 13 games, had touched the ball just two times this season before he fumbled in overtime Saturday after a 20-yard run on an end around.

So why were the 49ers turning to Patton at a critical point in their 38-35 overtime loss to San Diego? They were running out of options.

Patton and Anquan Boldin were the only healthy wide receivers remaining: Stevie Johnson (knee) was inactive and Bruce Ellington (hamstring) and Brandon Lloyd (hip) exited early. That forced Michael Crabtree to return to the game with a knee injury that limited him in practice during the week. Crabtree played 15 snaps and his only catch, a 5-yarder, came on the first play of overtime.

In addition, Gore, 31, already had 26 carries, his most since 2011, with his backup, Carlos Hyde, inactive because of an ankle injury.

Hyde remains on the active roster and thus is eligible to return for the season finale against Arizona. It's not clear if he will, however. I'll be looking for more and passing it along via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Playing in his third game after missing three with an ankle injury, Ellington became the first Niners rookie since Amp Lee in 1992 to have both a rushing and receiving touchdown in the same game. Ellington's 8-yard touchdown catch in the second quarter gave the Niners a 14-0 lead before his 1-yard scamper on a fly sweep put the Niners up 28-7 with six seconds to go before the half. It is Ellington's first multi-TD game. Ellington, however, injured a hamstring in the third quarter and did not return. I'll be looking for more on his status in coming days. ...

Vernon Davis appeared to have a 63-yard touchdown reception in the third quarter, only to have it called back by a chop-block penalty on Gore. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Blaine Gabbert, Josh Johnson 
RB: Alfonso Smith, Phillip Tanner, Frank Gore, Carlos Hyde 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Michael Crabtree, Anquan Boldin, Brandon Lloyd, Steve Johnson, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington 
TE: Vernon Davis, Derek Carrier, Asante Cleveland 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
As the Associated Press suggested, the way they are playing, the Seattle Seahawks could well be back in Arizona in a month or so.

The Super Bowl will be played in the same stadium where the Seahawks dominated the Cardinals 35-6 on Sunday night.

"I had a freaking blast tonight," head coach Pete Carroll said.

Seattle won its fifth in a row with a record-breaking offensive performance and a stifling defensive effort.

"Our offensive line did a great job and it gave me time to make the throws and make the plays. Guys caught the ball extremely well tonight. They kept playing football for me," quarterback Russell Wilson said. "The effort was so high and then you think about the defense.

"The defense was lights out and the plays they were able to make, the short field they were able to give us, it was a complete team effort."

But nobody will underestimate the explosiveness of their offense after this one. Consider these facts on a big-play night to remember:

Second-year tight end Luke Willson had three catches for 139 yards and two touchdowns, including an 80-yarder when the lanky former lacrosse player outran the Arizona secondary.

Wilson had 339 yards and two touchdowns passing, the most yards of his career in a regular-season game. He also rushed for 88 yards, including a 55-yard run that was the longest of his career and the second best of any QB this season. It was sufficient to earn him NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

The Seahawks had a franchise record 596 yards of offense, including 267 yards rushing against an Arizona defense that was sixth best in the NFL against the run.

And as ESPN.com's Terry Blount suggested, "We can't leave out The Beast."

After missing the first quarter, officially with an upset stomach, Marshawn Lynch came in and made the Cardinals feel nauseous with a run that brought back memories of the Beast Quake in 2010. This one was a 79-yard scamper during which he broke four tackles, tight-roped the sideline and dove backward into the end zone.

"That's the best run I've ever seen," defensive end Michael Bennett said.

"If you love football, it's got to be one of the best runs of all time," Wilson said. "He's had one before I believe, in Seahawks history, so to watch that one was pretty cool."

When he made it to the end zone, Lynch spun around in mid-air and briefly grabbed his crotch. The display didn't bother veteran Arizona linebacker Larry Foote.

"They can do whatever they want when they're winning," Foote said. "It's our job to stop them from getting in the end zone. He did a good job of getting in there."

Of course, Lynch wasn't saying much of anything.

When asked about the run, he said, "Thanks for asking."

He said the same thing to every other question.

Wide receiver Doug Baldwin, who arrived in Seattle the year after the 67-yard Beast Quake run in the playoff game against New Orleans, also was impressed.

"There are no words to describe that," said Baldwin, who contributed to the big-play show with a 49-yard reception and finished with seven catches for 113 yards. "I've never seen anything like that in my life. Twenty years from now, we'll still be talking about it. It was unbelievable. I was blessed with the opportunity to witness that."

Seahawks fans were blessed to witness an offensive performance that proved this team is capable of offensive excellence that can compare to what the defense has done.

Sunday was another outstanding effort by the defense, which has allowed only 33 points over the past five weeks. The inept Arizona offense, run by third-string quarterback Ryan Lindley, had only 29 yards rushing and 216 total yards.

But for the Seahawks to get to where they want to go (back to the Super Bowl), many people wanted to know if the offense could step up and play at a higher level. This was a franchise-record level on the road against one of the better defensive units in the league. And it pushed Seattle (11-4) ahead of Arizona (11-4) in the NFC West standings thanks to the Seahawks having swept the Cardinals this season.

They did it without starting left tackle Russell Okung and starting center Max Unger. They did it after starting receiver Jermaine Kearse left the game early with a hamstring injury.

"Our offense should get all the credit tonight," said cornerback Richard Sherman, who had a 53-yard interception return. "They played a phenomenal football game. And Marshawn, that run was Beast Mode 2. Or maybe that was Beast Mode 1 and the other might be 2 now."

Lynch, Wilson, Willson, Baldwin, etc. They all had big nights.

It's all there for taking now for the Seahawks, who will clinch home-field advantage throughout the NFC playoffs if they beat the St. Louis Rams in Week 17. If the offense plays like this, they just might be back in Glendale come February. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Carroll said Okung will return to practice this week, but Carroll is uncertain about the status of Unger, Kearse and cornerback Tharold Simon.

Kearse pulled a hamstring in Sunday's night's game at Arizona. His chances of playing Sunday against St. Louis appear unlikely.

"He didn't feel the big pop that guys feel," Carroll said of Kearse on his 710 ESPN Seattle radio show Monday. "He shut it down before that happened. That's really touch-and-go to get back in a week's time."

Okung was indeed able to return to practice Tuesday. Tight end Tony Moeaki was also able to return to practice Tuesday after not playing against the Cardinals with a shoulder injury. Cooper Helfet, who left Sunday's game with a rib injury, was also practicing Tuesday. 
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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, Cooper Helfet, Tony Moeaki, ReShaun Allen 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
Winning could hurt Tampa Bay's chances of landing the No. 1 overall selection in the 2015 NFL draft.

However, head coach Lovie Smith expects his team to practice well and do everything it can to close out a disappointing season with a victory.

At 2-13 heading into next Sunday's finale against the New Orleans Saints (6-9), the Bucs own the NFC's worst record and will pick no worse than second.

The Tennessee Titans (2-13) are the other team in the running for the top pick.

According to Associated Press sports writer Fred Goodell, Smith noted Monday that his players have one more opportunity to not only avoid going winless at home, but also leave a lasting impression "one way or another" on the staff making evaluations heading into what promises to be another offseason of change.

First-year general manager Jason Licht and Smith overhauled much of the roster after being hired last winter, including using the entire 2014 draft to bolster an offense that continues to sputter.

The Bucs drooped to 31st in total offense after managing a season-low 109 net yards in a 20-3 loss to Green Bay.

Smith rejects the notion it would ever be advantageous for a team to enter a game hoping to improve or preserve its projected spot in the draft.

"I've kind of answered that question a few times. I think we're going to end up in good position to get some good players. So to me, that can't even come into the equation," Smith said.

"(Against the Packers), even though we didn't play as well, guys fought right up until the end," the coach added. "They weren't thinking about that pick or anything like that. This week we're going to do the same thing."

Regardless of where the Bucs finish, they undoubtedly will feel pressure to consider selecting a quarterback. Josh McCown, a career backup Smith brought in to be the starter, is the league's lowest-rated passer.

The coach is quick to point out that McCown's play isn't the only reason for Tampa Bay's problems. The running game has been inconsistent and a porous offensive line has had difficulty protecting the passer.

The Packers had seven sacks Sunday, and McCown was hit on five other occasions.

While Smith has been encouraged by the development of the team's top three draft picks -- receiver Mike Evans, tight end Austin Seferian-Jenkins and running back Charles Sims -- he is looking forward to improving the roster with an additional infusion of young talent next season.

"If you have to be down here, you need to get something from it," Smith said, alluding to the impending draft position.

"We have a full allotment of draft picks. We have an excellent staff that evaluates guys," the coach added. "That's the positive if you look at it. ... If you have to be down where we are, why not get your choice of a few of the best players available in the draft?"

Smith doesn't anticipate any difficulty motivating his players this week. In addition to being 0-7 at home, the Bucs are 0-5 against NFC South rivals, including a 37-31 overtime loss at New Orleans in October.

"We do want to finish it up the right way. I think all our guys realize that," Smith said, adding the players are not worried about where the team winds up in the draft.

"We're going to make decisions," the coach said, "that give us the best chance to win ... and let everything else take care of itself."

Other notes of interest. ... All season, the Buccaneers have been downplaying the fact they don't have an offensive coordinator.

But after Sunday's loss, McCown admitted the lack of a coordinator has been detrimental. The Bucs managed only 109 yards of offense and didn't get near the end zone.

"There are no excuses," McCown said. "But there's a reason why 31 other teams have an offensive coordinator. It does matter. It does make a difference. We've done the best we could to pull ourselves out of it. Everybody has fought and fought hard, but we just haven't been good enough to get ourselves out of it."

As ESPN.com's Pat Yasinskas notes, Tampa Bay's offense has appeared to be in disarray most of the season. It's no coincidence that Jeff Tedford, who was hired to be the offensive coordinator, has been missing. Tedford had heart surgery at the end of the preseason.

He took a leave of absence and eventually he and the Bucs agreed to part ways in early December. Tedford since has taken a job as a head coach in the Canadian Football League. Quarterbacks coach Marcus Arroyo has called the plays all season with input from the rest of the offensive staff.

"It's not an excuse, but we lost a coordinator at the start of the season," McCown said. "We've fought all through that for 16 weeks now. Just that, in and of itself, can help a team. Just an extra guy working with those guys. We don't make excuses, but there are things we can point to and say just that alone may help us improve."

Smith didn't want to talk about Tedford, saying he was ready to return to coaching two months ago.

"I'm not even going to go down that road anymore," Smith said. "We need help on the offensive side. We have needed help for a while. I'm not talking about coaching; I'm just talking about our play overall."

McCown was sacked seven times. The offensive linemen took the blame in the locker room. But tackle Demar Dotson made a good point when he said the line should have gotten tired of watching the quarterback get beat up months ago. ...

For what it's worth, McCown will be back in 2015.

"You know what, I try to approach every one of them that way, just so that you get the value, you enjoy the moment, and you know, you get everything out of every game," McCown said, via JoeBucsFan.com. "I don't know if it's at that point yet. Obviously, right now, at this point in the season, and your body's tired and all those things. But once you get away from it, it kind of resets things. I feel good. My plan right now is to keep playing."

McCown signed a two-year, $10 million deal with the Buccaneers. He began the season as the starter, but a thumb injury put him out for several weeks. The ineffectiveness of Mike Glennon resulted in McCown returning to the lineup.

For the year, McCown has 2,091 passing yards in 10 games, with 10 touchdown passes and 13 interceptions. It's a far cry from his 13 touchdowns against one pick in 2013. ...

On a day when there weren't many positives, wide receiver Vincent Jackson was a bright spot. He had three catches for 60 yards. It was a pretty light day for Evans, who caught four passes for only 49 yards. He has 63 catches for 997 yards and 11 touchdowns, which ties him with Giant Odell Beckham for most among rookies. ...

The Bucs rushed for a season-low 16 yards on 14 carries. The longest run was 4 yards. Tampa Bay is on pace to set a club record for the fewest rushing yards in a season. According to the Sports Xchange, the offensive line may be one of the worst in team history as well.

Bobby Rainey stills ranks as the Bucs' leading rusher with 406 yards, but has had only two carries in the past four games. 
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QB: Josh McCown, Mike Glennon 
RB: Doug Martin, Charles Sims, Bobby Rainey, Mike James 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Evans, Robert Herron, Russell Shephard, Trindon Holliday 
TE: Brandon Myers, Luke Stocker, Cameron Brate 
PK: Patrick Murray 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
The Titans find themselves keeping company with Tampa Bay for the NFL's worst record at 2-13 with one game remaining.

No offense, Buccaneers, the Titans want to stay out of the league basement.

As Associated Press sports writer Teresa M. Walker noted, the Titans wrap up this ugly season Sunday hosting AFC South champ Indianapolis needing a win to snap the league's longest current skid of nine straight games. The Buccaneers host New Orleans.

The Titans have the edge for the top draft pick overall, though they need several games to go their way to keep it unless they lose and Tampa Bay wins.

None of the Titans care what draft pick the franchise might land. The players know this roster will be changing as first-year coach Ken Whisenhunt tries to fix a team already assured of its worst season since 1994 no matter what they do against the Colts (10-5).

Safety Michael Griffin said they've already heard changes are coming, and nobody ever is really safe in the NFL -- especially not on a team that hasn't had a winning record since 2011. So the Titans themselves are focusing on a win, something they haven't gotten since Sammie Hill blocked a field goal Oct. 12 against Jacksonville.

The losses have piled up to 13 of 14.

"We haven't won in a long period of time," Griffin told Walker. "We haven't won in the month of November, and we haven't won in the month of December, so a win right now I think would make everybody feel a little bit better."

Whisenhunt gave the Titans the weekend off after their latest loss, 21-13 at Jacksonville last Thursday night. They returned Monday and practiced Tuesday and Wednesday with the morning off Thursday for Christmas.

Wide receiver Kendall Wright said he isn't sure what practice will look like. The Titans have 15 players on injured reserve, and Wright played himself last week with a broken bone in his right hand. Whisenhunt is hoping a couple of injured Titans such as left tackle Taylor Lewan and quarterback Zach Mettenberger was able to practice some -- albeit on a limited basis.

Wright hasn't thought about trying to avoid the worst record in the NFL. At this point, pride is on the line along with a chance at a second home win.

"It's already one of the bad records in the league, but I mean we just want to win," Wright said. "We just want to win, we're not worried about the record at this point."

This season has been bad, but tight end Delanie Walker said at least it has felt short compared to the 2012 season when he was with San Francisco and the 49ers reached the 2013 Super Bowl.

"We got one last chance to do something," Walker said. "I think it's going to show a lot of what type of guys we got when we go out there and see how we play. I'm pretty sure the coaches and the personnel (staff) upstairs are looking to see who's still going to be here."

Other notes of interest. ... Receiver Nate Washington has one game left on his six-year contract with the Titans.

He's been a good player and a good leader for the Titans, but it's highly unlikely he's re-signed by a team looking to reshape its roster as he'll turn 32 in August.

As noted above, Wright played Thursday night in Jacksonville with a broken bone in his hand after missing two games. He said he was on the field, in part, because he wanted to play with Washington.

"My hand is still broke, but I just wanted to be out there with my brothers, man," Wright said, via Jonathan Hutton of Titans Radio. "Like Nate, this is his contract year, I don't know if he's going to be here next year.

"I did it for him and my brothers, I just want to go out there and play for them and do what I can to help. It's still broke, it's still swollen, but that won't keep me off the field."

Wright led the Titans with 73 receiving yard on four catches.

According to the Sports Xchange, Mettenberger probably won't play in the season finale, but the Titans have held off on putting him on IR, because they want him in meetings and preparation as much as possible to help going forward.

And finally. ... The Titans simply don't seem committed enough to the run or one running back. Bishop Sankey and Shonn Greene shared the load for the Titans, but neither seems capable of breaking a big run behind a terrible offensive line decimated by injuries. 
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QB: Charlie Whitehurst, Jordan Palmer, Zach Mettenberger 
RB: Bishop Sankey, Shonn Greene, Leon Washington, Antonio Andrews 
FB: Jackie Battle 
WR: Kendall Wright, Nate Washington, Derek Hagan, Kris Durham 
TE: Delanie Walker, Chase Coffman, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
The last time he started and finished a game the Washington Redskins won felt like a long time ago. Then again, that's because it was.

As ESPN.com's John Keim notes, Robert Griffin III hadn't played an entire game in a Redskins victory since a Week 9 win in 2013 over San Diego. He started a Week 2 win over Jacksonville this season but only lasted two series before dislocating his left ankle.

So until Saturday's 27-24 win over Philadelphia, it had been nine games in which Griffin started and played the whole game since his team had won.

"It really isn't about me," Griffin said. "This win's about this team, and we've been through the ringer a little bit this year. We've been through a lot of adversity, a lot of mess. Guys have responded. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else."

Griffin completed 16-of-23 passes for 220 yards and an interception against the Eagles. He connected on passes of 51 and 55 yards to receiver DeSean Jackson. Another pass to Jackson in the end zone resulted in a pass interference penalty. At times Griffin hung in the pocket more than he had in the past. Head coach Jay Gruden pointed out Griffin's 14-yard pass over the middle to receiver Andre Roberts on third-and-7 on the first series. Another time Griffin hung in and made a nice throw on a deep out that Roberts jumped for but dropped.

"The line gave him good protection, too," Gruden said. "It works hand-in-hand. ... It was great to see Robert compete and play and he looked like he had a lot of fun out there and the players responded to him. It's huge to get a win for him."

Yes, not every player loves Griffin. But they love production and they love winning even more. It's why you didn't hear anything on this topic when Griffin was starring in 2012.

On the game-winning drive, Griffin only needed to complete one pass, but it was a hitch to Pierre Garcon, who broke a tackle and turned it into a 23-yard gain. A roughing-the-passer penalty added 15 more yards.

In the huddle before that drive started, fullback Darrel Young said he told Griffin, "Hey, this could be a chance to get people off your back a little bit. Go get this win, do something good." Sometimes the smartest play is an easy one, and that's what Griffin made in throwing it to Garcon.

"Those things are great and you feel that joy inside when you go get those wins, but you cherish those moments late in games when you can make a play," Griffin said.

The win changed the mood, and that's how narratives change, too.

"He's the ideal quarterback," Jackson said. "Has a lot of talent, he's young. He just suffered some unfortunate injuries. ... He works hard, so a lot of characteristics, everything is there to be that guy. He just needs to be consistent. He needs to stick with it. Even when it's not going right, he still has to stick with it."

For what it's worth, Keim notes that Gruden has a simple formula to evaluate the success of his quarterback. It comes down to two letters: W or L.

That is partly why Gruden was down on Griffin's game for most of the season -- and was upbeat after Saturday's win.

"That is the No. 1 factor, and that is it," Gruden said. "Obviously you look at the production and all that stuff, and what he could've done maybe, but winning football games is the only thing that matters to me for a quarterback. And it doesn't matter if they go 12-for-24 for 80 yards and we win, or if they go 28-for-35 for 400 [yards] and we lose, you'd rather have the 12-for-24. The ability to manage a game, stay away from the big turnovers and get the W is all that counts."

Gruden said that also explains why the Redskins have made moves at quarterback this season.

The initial move was switching to Kirk Cousins out of necessity because of Griffin's dislocated left ankle. But after five games they benched Cousins. At times he was highly productive, but he also threw nine interceptions in five games, with five coming in fourth quarters. Cousins has thrown a fourth-quarter interception in six of his 11 career games, with nine overall.

Colt McCoy beat Dallas in a Monday night game, but Griffin returned a week later only to be benched after three straight losses and subpar play.

"We had that losing streak going and we were looking for answers," Gruden said, "and trying to make changes that would help us win. That's why we made some decisions we made. Now that he got his win, it's great to see, and he'll definitely be the starter next week."

Griffin at least showed some flashes and perhaps a little more Saturday. He was only sacked twice. The Redskins didn't put a heavy burden on him.

Saturday ended up snapping a nine-game losing streak for Griffin when he had started and played the entire game. Washington beat Jacksonville with him starting, but he was injured during the second series.

"The decisions were made based on the strong feeling I had as far as what was best for our team," Gruden said, "and that's it. No other hidden agenda, so that's the only reason I made the decision I made. When I went back to Colt, I thought Robert needed more time to step back and take a deep breath and sit back and learn more. It was not the end of [Griffin's] career, and I said he would have a great chance to play, and he has and he's taken advantage of it. Going back, I think I played it the way I thought was right, and the only way I could do it at the time."

Worth noting. ... Griffin (shoulder) was limited in Wednesday's practice. It is his throwing shoulder, but nobody seems to concerned about his availability. I'll follow up as needed via Late-Breaking Update. ...

Up next?

A season finale at home against Dallas on Dec. 28 -- and then a lot of work ahead in the offseason. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The rushing attack was a plus last Saturday. It wasn't always a pretty attack, but they could have stuck with it more. But the run game offered enough to keep the Eagles' defense off-balance at times.

The Redskins only gained 100 yards rushing, but Alfred Morris finished with 83 yards on 21 carries. The commitment led to some play-action passes that worked well.

Morris became the first Redskins running back to rush for at least 1,000 yards in each of his first three seasons. But with 1,031 yards and just one game left, Morris will finish far behind the 1,444 yards he averaged during his first two years.

The first of those ended with his 200-yard, three-touchdown performance that was critical to the victory over Dallas that clinched Washington's only NFC East title of the millennium. Since then, the Redskins are 7-24, including 4-11 this season.

"No running back can do that without blockers in front of you, and not only just the O-linemen but the tight ends and wide receivers as well," said Morris, who needs just 32 yards against the Cowboys to pass Earnest Byner for sixth in Redskins history and 81 yards to reach 4,000 for his career. "So I guess that's an awesome accomplishment. I'm thankful to do it, but it's bittersweet. I'd trade all that for some better records, some postseason. ..."

Jackson reminded the Eagles of what they once had, with a couple of 50-yard catches. It took a while for the Eagles to realize they should provide safety help against him. Jackson bailed the Redskins out of bad spots, too. His routes gave Griffin room to work on the outside, and Jackson made some nice catches.

Jackson leads the NFL in yards per catch at 20.06 -- nearly three yards ahead of anyone else -- and has seven receptions of 50 yards or more, which tied former teammate Jeremy Maclin for tops in the NFL. ...

And finally. ... Offensive tackle Trent Williams (shoulder) will be a game-time decision for the team's season finale against the Dallas Cowboys, according to the Washington Post. 
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QB: Robert Griffin, Kirk Cousins 
RB: Alfred Morris, Chris Thompson, Silas Redd, Roy Helu 
FB: Darrell Young 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Pierre Garcon, Andre Roberts, Santana Moss, Ryan Grant, Leonard Hankerson 
TE: Jordan Reed, Niles Paul, Logan Paulsen 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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