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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As ESPN.com's David Newton noted last week, the Broncos may have the No. 1 defense in the NFL, but they haven't faced a dual-threat quarterback like Cam Newton.

The Broncos' defense has to be wary of him running on every play out of the read-option that he and offensive coordinator Mike Shula have taken to another level. The Broncos, as good as they are defensively, haven't faced a quarterback like Newton all season.

His accuracy and decision-making now rival that of most of the top pocket passers. The stage is not too big for him. As he said this past week, "I used to dream of being in this type of position."

As SI.com's Peter King put it, "In his fifth year as the man drafted to be the Panthers' franchise quarterback, Newton. ... Has shown that a large quarterback can be an athletic quarterback and a pocket quarterback, and he has shown you can have a lot of fun in the process of being a great football player."

Of course, it's the running ability that truly sets Newton apart.

In 18 games, 13 quarterbacks have rushed a combined 44 times for 207 yards and no touchdowns against the Broncos this season. Newton has rushed 153 times for 686 yards and 12 touchdowns in 2015. He has 56 carries for 217 yards and six touchdowns against top-10 defenses. He is 6-0 against those teams.

Here's the breakdown, as outlined by ESPN.com:

Seattle, No. 2 -- Newton rushed seven times for 30 yards and a touchdown in a regular-season victory over the Seahawks. He had 11 carries for 3 yards and no touchdowns in a playoff win against Seattle, but some of those carries were kneel-downs at the end after Carolina built a 31-0 halftime lead. Newton had a passer rating of 108.3 against the Seahawks in the playoff game.

Houston, No. 3 -- Newton had 10 carries for 76 yards and a touchdown against the Texans in Week 2. The touchdown was an amazing 2-yard flip into the end zone. He had an overall passer rating of 71.3 against Houston.

Arizona, No. 5 -- Newton had 10 rushes for 47 yards and two touchdowns in the NFC Championship Game, a 49-15 victory. He had a passer rating of 117.4 against the Cardinals.

Tampa Bay, No. 10 -- Newton had a combined 18 carries for 58 yards and two touchdowns in two games against his NFC South rival. He had a combined passer rating of 118.4 against the Buccaneers.

It's no surprise that Broncos cornerback Aqib Talib called Newton the most dangerous quarterback in the game today.

Newton's dual-threat ability gives him a chance to set several Super Bowl rushing records for quarterbacks. Tennessee's Steve McNair set the record for rushes (8) and rushing yards (64) in Super Bowl XXXIV. Jim McMahon set the record for rushing touchdowns by a quarterback with two in Super Bowl XX.

But it's not all about the run. Remember, Newton accounted for 382 passing/rushing yards and four touchdowns overall -- passes of 86 and five yards, and rushes of 12 and one -- against a tough Arizona defense in the NFC title game.

Few would argue the most intriguing matchup of Super Bowl 50 features the Panthers' No. 1 scoring offense against Denver's top-ranked defense. Carolina averaged 31.2 points in the regular season and they've scored at least 31 points in eight of their past nine games. Denver has allowed 30-plus just once.

According to the Sports Xchange, the key for Newton will be to keep calm under the pressure that's sure to come. Because it's his first Super Bowl, he may have some nerves, so it would be smart for the Panthers to get Newton going in the run game early.

Defensively, the Panthers would be wise to copy their game plan from the NFC Championship. Like Cardinals quarterback Carson Palmer, Peyton Manning won't be able to do much under duress. The Panthers shouldn't have trouble shutting down the Broncos' subpar run game, so they can focus on dialing up the pressure on Manning, who could serve some mistakes to Carolina's opportunistic defense. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to Charlotte Observer staffer Jonathan Jones, there's a joke between tight end Greg Olsen and some of his offensive teammates.

If the NFL moved the goal line up by 5 yards, Olsen would have a lot more touchdowns.

A Pro Bowl tight end, Olsen has eight touchdowns in regular season and playoffs combined. Move the goal line up and he'd have 16.

"Sometimes that's the way things go," Olsen said. "I would imagine on almost all those eight someone scored after me. I also can assist. I'll take it. Someone's got to."

In fact, of those eight catches that finished inside the 5, the Panthers have scored touchdowns on five and Graham Gano field goals on the other three.

Fantasy owners would be wise to keep this in mind going forward, by the way. ...

It is worth noting that Olsen was targeted at least six times in 10 of the Panthers' last 12 games, with the two outliers being blowouts in which Carolina didn't use its starters for the entire game.

But Olsen's biggest role is in providing enough balance to permit Carolina to play to its strength of running the ball. With a constant threat down the seam, a defense can't allot all of its attention to Newton and Jonathan Stewart.

Stewart became the true No. 1 runner this season when DeAngelo Williams departed. He rushed for 989 yards and six TDs during season and had 59-yard sprint against Seattle on Panthers' first play of postseason. He's a strong runner with a burst to break big plays -- especially with Olsen drawing the attention of opposing safeties.

As USA Today pointed out, Denver mostly fared well against tight ends this season, ranking eighth in Football Outsiders' defensive efficiency rating against the position. But Rob Gronkowski's two big plays on the Patriots' final AFC title game drive -- a 40-yard catch on fourth-and-10 and a 4-yard touchdown grab -- should have the Broncos on high alert. Given the Panthers' seeming limitations at wideout, Denver could choose to double-team Olsen, though such a tactic could open up rushing lanes for Stewart and Newton.

The Broncos weathered an eight-catch, 144-yard outing from Gronkowski to seal the conference title, but a similar performance by Olsen might be too much to overcome in the Super Bowl. ...

On the injury front. ... Stewart was held out of practice most of last week after tweaking an ankle injury against the Cardinals. He won't miss the Super Bowl.

Fozzy Whittaker had his ankle rolled up on in the NFC Championship. He should also be ready to face the Broncos. Fullback Mike Tolbert tweaked his knee against the Cardinals but afterward, he said, "I'll be fine."

DE Jared Allen (foot) practiced in full Wednesday, and unless he has a setback, he's on track to play in his first Super Bowl.

LB Thomas Davis didn't practice last week, but he'll likely be back on the field when the Panthers get to Santa Clara this week.

Davis, who has managed to play at an All-Pro level despite tearing the same ACL three times, broke his arm in the NFC championship game. He had surgery on Monday. And despite the fact that he won't be able to get through a metal detector at the airport anymore, he plans to play through the injury.

"A plate and probably around 11 or 12 screws in my arm right now," Davis told NFL Media, talking about the surgery. "It is what it is.

"(My status) hasn't changed, still looking forward to playing on Super Bowl Sunday."

One last note here. ... Ron Rivera might be a first-time head coach in the Super Bowl, but he's no stranger to the title game. He was a linebacker for the 1985 Chicago Bears team that won the championship. He was the defensive coordinator in Chicago in 2006 when the Bears reached the title game. He has a unique ability to keep players focused on the moment.

In part because of what he experienced with the "Super Bowl Shuffle" Bears in '85, he understands the importance of letting players be who they are. That in turn helps the Panthers play loose. That'll be particularly crucial during the media circus that is the Super Bowl.

Rivera is not afraid to take a chance on fourth down, which is why he earned the nickname "Riverboat Ron" in 2013. As David Newton suggests, "This game won't be too big for him." 

 INCLUDEPICTURE "fg/0.gif" \* MERGEFORMAT 


DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  
QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson, Joe Webb 
RB: Jonathan Stewart, Fozzy Whittaker, Cameron Artis-Payne, Brandon Wegher 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Ted Ginn, Corey Brown, Devin Funchess, Jerricho Cotchery, Brenton Bersin, Kevin Norwood 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Scott Simonson 
PK: Graham Gano 
=========================

DENVER BRONCOS
If this is to be last dance for quarterback Peyton Manning, he will go out with a tango on the biggest stage of all.

And while Manning has deferred all questions about his future, we've had some hints -- as recently as the AFC Championship Sunday.

As Manning and Bill Belichick embraced after the Broncos win over New England, Manning acknowledged that it may have been the last time the two of them competed against each other.

Although both Manning and Belichick declined to go into specifics about what was said, NFL Network captured the audio of Manning's half of the conversation.

"Hey, listen, this might my last rodeo. So, it sure has been a pleasure," Manning told Belichick.

That echoes what Manning said at the end of the regular season. And while he eager to discuss the comments to Belichick last week, it does sound like he's leaning toward walking away after Super Bowl 50.

His brother, Eli Manning, believes it's within the realm of possibility.

Eli said Peyton hasn't told him anything about his plans after Super Bowl 50, but the younger Manning told the New York Daily News, "I see this as possibly being [Peyton's] last game. It would be a good way to go out. ...

"I hope he can win, but his impact has already been made and his legacy shouldn't be affected by this one game."

As the Sports Xchange suggested last week, the high of leading the Broncos to victory in a pair of playoff games comes in the wake of what might have been the most trying stretch of his career, a six-week absence in November and December while he tried to recover from a torn plantar fascia. He watched as backup Brock Osweiler racked up better numbers, and then, in Week 17, saw Osweiler start ahead of him.

That set up the storybook chapter a re-transformation from Peyton Manning, backup quarterback, to Peyton Manning, Super Bowl 50 starter.

"I'm so proud of him," head coach Gary Kubiak said after the 20-18 win over the Patriots that sent the Broncos to their league-record-tying eighth Super Bowl. "I sit here and reflect on some of the meetings he and I had throughout the course of these last 10 weeks and some of the conversations we had.

"To sit right there and talk about the opportunity we have here in two weeks I'm just so proud of him. He worked hard to get back. I knew about three weeks ago or four weeks ago through a discussion we had that he was ready to come back and lead this football team, and he's done a tremendous job."

An efficient, if unspectacular, performance against New England made that possible as Manning connected with tight end Owen Daniels for two touchdowns in the first half, giving the Broncos enough momentum to withstand a Patriots rally.

New England quarterback Tom Brady threw for nearly twice as many yards as Manning, who completed 17 of 32 passes for 176 yards and lost 31 yards on three sacks. But Manning's side won the 17th battle of the future Hall of Fame quarterbacks because the Broncos had the superior defense and special teams, and because they capitalized on their red-zone chances, turning three trips inside the New England 20 into 17 points.

But Manning showed something more, something that wasn't present when the Broncos fell to the Colts a year earlier in the divisional playoffs. In that defeat, Manning chose to throw downfield rather than run into open space for what would have been a certain first down. Local pundits castigated Manning, believing the decision to pull up represented a lack of toughness.

Manning's ability to play with an injury that will only heal with rest, surgery or perhaps both, would seem to have provided a firm counter to that notion. But when he took off on a 12-yard run for a first down in the third quarter, the team and its home crowd were energized. As the Xchange conceded, Manning's lurch into the right flat didn't exactly recall John Elway's helicopter spin in Super Bowl XXXII, but in both cases, it was a symbol of a quarterback giving everything he could to the cause.

"He's going to do what he has to do to win. I know that," Kubiak said. "I mean he's one of the greatest competitors ever in this league. For him to take off and make that play guys, I can't tell you how he has led this group the last three weeks. It's been tremendous."

And now, Manning gets one more game and one more shot to complete re-writing the narrative on a career that has provided great numbers, but postseason frustration.

Manning heads to his fourth Super Bowl as a starting quarterback, and if he can guide the Broncos past the Panthers, his two world championships and armful of league records give him a case to be in the conversation about the greatest quarterback in NFL history.

Of course, in their last trip to the Super Bowl, in 2013, Denver roared into the postseason with the highest-scoring offense in league history -- a record 606 points -- and proceeded to get blown out by 35 points by the Seattle Seahawks.

They took that painful lesson and reworked the roster and coaching staff to get back.

The Broncos finished No. 1 in total defense, No. 1 in pass defense and No. 1 in sacks, while a long list of the team's defenders consistently made the plays to decide games in the biggest moments. The Broncos scored five defensive touchdowns, won tough games on the road, battled back in home games and are an all-weather group that consistently made life difficult for some of the league's most accomplished offenses.

This time, they'll be facing the league's highest-scoring offense.

As ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold noted, Panthers QB Cam Newton is the kind of multidimensional player who can take over a game at any time. And the Panthers have seemingly found the sweet spot in terms of what he can do best as Newton has grown into the role of franchise quarterback.

The Panthers have enough star power to get it done on the big stage.

However, playing in the frenetic swirl that is Super Bowl week has taken down plenty of the uninitiated, especially first-timers at quarterback.

The Broncos were in the big game only two seasons ago and have won five consecutive division titles. They've played a difficult schedule -- five wins over playoff teams in the regular season -- and they beat the Patriots twice. They are built to survive the Super Bowl hype.

As for the offense, Manning conceded last week that it's time for the offense to pick up the pace.

"All the offensive guys, we certainly want to carry our weight and not take our defense for granted," said Manning, who acknowledged that won't be easy against a Carolina defense that led the NFL with 39 takeaways.

"You see just a fast and physical football team that's created a lot of negative plays for offenses," Manning said of the Panthers. "Created a lot of turnovers, giving their offense a lot of short fields. Which, if you watch the game unfold, you see the scoreboard and it's 7-0, it's 14-0. It's like the guy that's singing the nation anthem is still on the field and the game hasn't even started yet."

Said Manning: "Their offense takes advantage of the turnovers that the defense gives them. That's the sign of a great football team."

To Peyton's credit, the turnovers are down since he regained the starting job. Manning is pick-free over his last three starts despite ranking last in the NFL in passer rating and touchdown-to-interception ratio in 2015. He has also shown a little better arm strength since the foot injury has begun to heal.

And the Broncos have the kind of catch-and-run receivers in Demaryius Thomas and Emmanuel Sanders to create big plays out of play-action.

NFL.com's Marc Sessler summed up: "He'll need another pristine afternoon if he plans to hoist the Lombardi one last time. ..."

It is worth noting, that when the Panthers faced the more accomplished passers on their schedule, those quarterbacks were able to move the ball against the defense. Aaron Rodgers threw for 369 and four touchdowns, Drew Brees threw for 282 and three touchdowns, Eli Manning threw for four touchdowns and Matt Ryan threw for 306 yards in Week 16.

That's to go with Russell Wilson's 366 yards and three touchdowns (the Panthers did intercept him twice) in the NFC divisional round.

While the Panthers Josh Norman is arguably the league's best lockdown cornerback this year, teammate Robert McClain has been targeted frequently in the last two weeks and allowed a touchdown in each of the Panthers' playoff wins. Seattle and Arizona combined to throw at McClain 27 times in the postseason 18 more than they threw at Norman and Manning will likely look to throw at McClain and Cortland Finnegan, who has also struggled

As much as the Broncos like a two-tight end set when they want to protect Manning, Legwold expects them to spread the Panthers' defense out with a three-wide look to see if they can find some of the same kind of room the other quarterbacks did.

But the key will be continuing to play relatively mistake-free football. The Xchange pointed out the Panthers' penchant for quick starts has been fueled by opponents' mistakes; if the Broncos can continue playing clean football, they can prevent the Panthers from getting off to the kind of quick start that buried the Seahawks and Cardinals.

On the other side of the ball, thanks to the league's leading defense in yardage per carry allowed, the Broncos have succeeded in making teams one-dimensional and forcing the game firmly into the hands of their quarterback.

That strategy will come fraught with risk against Newton, because his dual-threat nature makes him a multi-dimensional offensive attack unto himself. But if the Broncos' cornerbacks can contain Carolina's receivers on the back end, they can consume themselves with making sure that Newton's designed runs to the outside don't become big gains.

Other notes of interest. ...The two-week gap between the conference championship games and the Super Bowl results in a somewhat strange approach to the injury report. The teams scheduled to play in the title game supply traditional injury reports not only on the Friday before the Super Bowl but the preceding Friday.

On last Friday's meaningless version, the Broncos had three players listed as questionable: Safety Darian Stewart (knee), guard Louis Vasquez (knee), and safety T.J. Ward (ankle).

Neither Stewart nor Ward practiced all week.

"I feel great," Ward said following Saturday's practice. "I'm just resting and making sure I'm healthy when it comes (to the Super Bowl). I'll definitely be ready to play."

So Stewart will be the player to watch in the coming week.

Probable for the game are safety Josh Bush (shoulder), Daniels (knees), linebacker Todd Davis (shoulder), cornerback Chris Harris (shoulder), safety Shiloh Keo (quadriceps), Manning (foot), linebacker Brandon Marshall (ankle), guard Evan Mathis (ankle), and linebacker DeMarcus Ware (knee).

While Osweiler presumably won't play in Super Bowl 50 (barring injury or blowout), Osweiler has exited the injury report for the first time this postseason, which means that his sprained MCL is healed. ... Stay tuned. We'll begin posting the more meaningful injury reports upon release, starting this Wednesday. 
[image: image2]DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image3]
QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler, Trevor Siemian 
RB: Ronnie Hillman, C.J. Anderson, Juwan Thompson 
FB: Virgil Green, Juwan Thompson 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Cody Latimer, Andre Caldwell, Bennie Fowler, Jordan Norwood 
TE: Owen Daniels, Vernon Davis, Virgil Green 
PK: Brandon McManus 
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