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ARIZONA CARDINALS
As ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss suggested, "If 'The Carson and Larry Show' were an actual TV program, it would be the highest rated show on the air.

"But it would also be one of those shows in which the plot is the same every episode and only a few characters change. It would be good but almost predictable. ..."

The kind of predictable that fantasy owners appreciate.

Sunday's show at University of Phoenix Stadium wasn't much different than the one in Week 2. Carson Palmer and Larry Fitzgerald picked up where they left off in a 47-7 win over the San Francisco 49ers. The two combined for 134 yards and two touchdowns on nine completions to build on a 112-yard, three-touchdown performance in Week 2 and an 87-yard showing in Week 1.

Last week showed how much Fitzgerald missed Palmer, who was out 10 games last season because of knee and shoulder injuries.

This week showed what's possible every week. And it's good stuff.

Fitzgerald's 333 receiving yards account for 41.4 percent of Palmer's passing yards through three games, and Fitzgerald's five touchdowns are 55.5 percent of Palmer's passing touchdowns.

It's also three more TDs than Fitzgerald had all of last season. His career high is 13 in 2009.

Palmer doesn't expect the production to stay at this level, but that's only because defenses will start double-teaming Fitzgerald.

"He can do that week in and week out," Palmer told Weinfuss. "It's not going to happen week in and week out, just because the more times he gets the ball, the more he gets a circle around him and is targeted defensively."

This season has been an extension of Palmer and Fitzgerald's first two years together in Arizona. Palmer has completed 137 of 204 passes to Fitzgerald for 1,770 yards, 17 touchdowns and seven interceptions in that time.

As Weinfuss noted, head coach Bruce Arians has seen a few good quarterback-wide receiver combinations in his day, namely Peyton Manning and Marvin Harrison, Ben Roethlisberger and Hines Ward, and Roethlisberger and Antonio Brown.

"These guys are really on it right now," Arians said of Palmer and Fitzgerald.

The relationship between a quarterback and wide receiver has to be built on trust and repetition, Arians said. Fitzgerald worked to earn that trust the past two years, not just from Arians but also from Palmer. It shows on Sundays, but it's built during the week.

"You see these guys at practice, [and] it's like it's a game," said tight end Jermaine Gresham, who played with Palmer in 2010 in Cincinnati. "The guys are a true definition of a professional. They go out there every day, and it's consistency, and those guys do it day in and day out."

And their success has been reflected in the overall offensive totals.

As Associated Press sports writer Jose M. Romero reported, through three games, their 126 total points are by far the most in franchise history and most in the NFL this season. Twenty of those points have come from the defense, and one on a kickoff return, but the offensive points are still high.

The 126 points are tied for the fourth-most in NFL history through a season's first three games.

Arizona's 17 touchdowns are tied for third-most in league history through three games. No team has scored as many touchdowns since the Dallas Cowboys totaled 18 in 1968. To put it in perspective, the Cardinals scored six touchdowns in their first three games last season and took six games to reach 17.

Arizona already has multiple (two) games with 40 or more points, the first time that's happened since 1985 and first time it has happened in back-to-back games since 1969. Seven different players have scored on offense.

The running game is humming along at 374 yards on 90 carries, with 219 for veteran Chris Johnson, whom no team claimed until the Cardinals signed him in mid-August.

He had 150 all-purpose yards in Sunday's win, including 110 yards rushing, his most since Week 17 of 2013. He showed explosiveness that he hadn't earlier appearances, with rushes of 14, 15 and 30 yards and 40-yard pass reception.

Johnson finished with 22 carries and two touchdowns.

"We're better up front. We're much better at tight end and our receivers are blocking extremely well," Arians said.

And yet Arians expressed tempered enthusiasm for the team's Sunday performance, rating it a "6 ½ or 7" when asked where his offense is at present.

"We still had too many penalties, turned the ball over, missed a couple of hots (reads)," Arians said. "We still haven't scratched it offensively in my mind, how good we can be."

The Cardinals host the St. Louis Rams (1-2) in another NFC West matchup on Sunday.

Other notes of interest. ... The Cardinals came away from Sunday's game with some "bumps and bruises," Arians said, but none that will cost players any game time. ...

Andre Ellington (knee) could return this week after missing two games. Ellington hasn't practiced since suffering the injury in week one, but Arians has said the speedy tailback is close. ... According to FOXSports.com's Alex Marvez, Arians said he expects Chris Johnson to remain "15-20 touch" a game player even with Ellington back.

Receiver J.J. Nelson (shoulder) is expected to miss a second consecutive week. Brittan Golden moved up the depth chart to replace him as the fifth receiver, but had only one snap on offense.

As much as fantasy owners might appreciate it, Weinfuss felt that keeping Palmer in the game in the fourth quarter with the Cardinals ahead by 33 was a questionable decision. Arians said after Week 2's victory he's against pulling a quarterback to protect or rest him late in the game. He proved it against the Niners.

But with 13 games and Arizona up by nearly five touchdowns, there wasn't a huge need to do so. 
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QB: Carson Palmer, Drew Stanton, Matt Barkley 
RB: Chris Johnson, Andre Ellington, David Johnson, Stepfan Taylor, Kerwynn Williams, Andre Ellington 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, John Brown, Michael Floyd, Jaron Brown, Brittan Golden, J.J. Nelson 
TE: Darren Fells, Jermaine Gresham, Troy Niklas 
PK: Chandler Catanzaro 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
This just in: Julio Jones is on a roll. ... Seriously.

Or as NFL.com's Kevin Patra put it, "The Falcons' wideout has terrorized secondaries at a record-setting place."

Jones has the most receptions (34) by any player in the first three games of a season in NFL history. The 26-year-old also became the first player in NFL history with 135-plus receiving yards in each of the first three games of the season.

Jones currently leads the NFL in catches (34), receiving yards (440), first downs (23) and is tied for second in touchdowns (4).

In Sunday's come-from-behind victory, Jones toyed with Cowboys defenders on 12 receptions for 164 yards and two touchdowns on 20 targets.

Jones has registered 50-plus receiving yards in 27 consecutive games, behind only Antonio Brown's streak of 35 games. Jones has caught 34 of 46 targets that have gone his way and Matt Ryan has a 132.5 passer rating when targeting the Pro Bowler this season.

"He's doing everything we had hoped he would do and then some," owner Arthur Blank told ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure. "His attitude is unbelievable. And his big-play ability. ... The way they keep moving him around. There's so much confusion on how to cover him. He's so physical. He's so strong. He's such a great athlete that he can do that -- play all those different positions. So, I couldn't be happier for him."

Blank's comment about "the way they keep moving him around" is worth noting.

As Patra suggested, Kyle Shanahan has been masterful at scheming receivers wide open this season. Jones' ability to move around the formation and create mismatches from anywhere on the field makes him virtually uncoverable.

Jones is currently on pace to gain 2,347 yards this season, which would smash Calvin Johnson's single-season record of 1,964, set in 2012. But lest we crown Julio just yet, we should remember that Megatron had an otherworldly streak of eight weeks during which he averaged 156.75 yards per game.

More importantly for Falcons fans, Johnson's monster season came with a lot of losses. Jones has carried Atlanta to a 3-0 start and should battle for the NFC South title.

Meanwhile, the Falcons established offensive balance to go with the aerial attack.

Running back Devonta Freeman's career effort, which included the first 100-yard rushing game of his young career to go with three rushing touchdowns, led the charge. As McClure suggested, no one was sure what to expect from the Falcons in the running game after rookie starter Tevin Coleman went down last week with a fractured rib. But Freeman showed he was more than capable of handling the load against a Dallas defense that entered the game ranked No. 1 in the league against the run after two games.

In fact, Freeman blew away his previous career highs -- 12 carries, 38 yards and one TD -- and added a dimension to the Atlanta offense that was missing since Michael Turner was racking up yards.

The Falcons had averaged 80.5 rushing yards per game before Sunday.

Meanwhile, we knew going into the season the Falcons had, on paper, the easiest schedule in the league. That will continue next week against a below-average Texans team, then against a New Orleans Saints team that could be without Drew Brees.

Other notes of interest. ... Wide receiver Roddy White went into Week 2 with a streak of 130 consecutive regular season games with at least one catch. He left Sunday's game against Dallas with a new streak of two straight games without a catch.

As the Sports Xchange notes, White was targeted nine times through three games; eight of them were in the season opener.

After the streak was broken in Week 2, Ryan said this was more because of a reaction to the defense and not a knock on White.

"He's going to make a lot of plays for us," Ryan said. "You hate seeing something like that not continue, primarily because I love Roddy. It stinks, but the game kind of shakes out. Coverage kind of dictates where it goes. He'll be a huge part of what we do all year."

But that apparently wasn't the case against the Cowboys. And right now, it appears that Leonard Hankerson remains option 2A ahead of White. Hankerson was targeted six times against Dallas, catching three for 45 yards. ...

Ryan finished the game 24-of-36 for 285 passing yards, two touchdowns, and a 109.1 passer rating.

Tight end Jacob Tamme, who caught one pass for 8 yards Sunday against the Cowboys is on the league's concussion protocol, Quinn said on Monday.

Tamme played 12 of the 74 plays (16 percent) before leaving the game. He was replaced in the lineup by Levine Toilolo. Tamme may not be available to play against Houston.

Fullback Pat DiMarco was used in some formations as a backup tight end. The team signed veteran journeyman Mickey Shuler on Tuesday.

Tamme contributed a big 41-yard catch-and-run to help jumpstart the comeback against the Giants in Week 2.

One last note here. ... Coleman was not practicing Wednesday; his outlook for this week seems pessimistic at this point, but I'll be following up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Sean Renfree 
RB: Devonta Freeman, Terron Ward, Tevin Coleman 
FB: Patrick DiMarco 
WR: Julio Jones, Leonard Hankerson, Roddy White, Eric Weems, Nick Williams, Justin Hardy, Devin Hester 
TE: Levine Toilolo, Mickey Shuler, Jacob Tamme 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
The Ravens won't have much time to lament their status as the only winless team in the AFC.

Baltimore has a short work week before facing the rival Steelers on the road Thursday night. The Ravens practiced Monday and will also hit the field Tuesday before heading north Wednesday.

During that quick turnaround, head coach John Harbaugh and his players will strive to correct the many flaws that have contributed to Baltimore's unprecedented 0-3 start.

On Sunday, the Ravens lost to Cincinnati 28-24 despite twice holding the lead in the fourth quarter. Baltimore gave up 383 yards passing, managed only 36 yards on the ground and was flagged for 13 penalties totaling 116 yards.

"We've just got to get better at what we're doing, across the board," Harbaugh said Monday.

There is much to do, but in this case, a short week is actually a good thing.

"You do like to get right back at it, there's no question about it, win or lose," Harbaugh said. "But especially when you lose, you want to get right back at it and get a chance to redeem yourself. The guys are excited about that."

In his previous seven years as Baltimore's coach, Harbaugh never experienced an 0-2 start. Before Sunday, the Ravens were the only current team in the NFL that had never been 0-3.

In spite of it all, Harbaugh has not lost faith that this season can be salvaged.

"We're a very confident football team," he said. "We feel like we can overcome any adversity. We have before, and we will again."

Steve Smith was spectacular against the Bengals, catching 13 passes for 186 yards and two touchdowns. The 36-year-old worked so hard and was so exhausted that he received intravenous fluids on the sideline in the fourth quarter.

And now, with very little time to recover, Smith and the Ravens are headed to Pittsburgh (2-1).

"We don't have a choice," Smith said. "If we would have won, it would have been a quick turnaround. Let's go down there. We're going to Pittsburgh. That's going to be a physical, bullish kind of game."

In each of their defeats, the Ravens have been in position to win in the fourth quarter. Instead, they lost at Denver 19-13 and at Oakland 37-33 before coming up short against the Bengals.

According somebody who should know, the Ravens have been unable to finish games because of a lack of confidence.

"Right now, it probably comes down to the fact that we're not believing in ourselves enough and we're envisioning winning those football games," Flacco said. "We've got to turn that around and make sure we can do that."

Worth noting: The last time a Baltimore NFL team began the season 0-4 was the Colts in 1982, the franchise's second-to-last season in the city. With Mike Pagel at quarterback, the Colts finished 0-8-1 in a strike-shortened season.

Other notes of interest. ... Justin Forsett's season-long struggles continue. Forsett had 13 yards on 10 carries against a Bengals defense that had allowed 4.7 yards per carry. It was a bad day for the entire Baltimore running game as the Ravens managed just 36 rushing yards on 18 carries, averaging two yards per attempt.

Forsett's final totals were among his worst since signing with the team prior to last season.

An effective running game has always been a staple of the Raven's offense. Traditionally, this has not only taken some of the pressure off Flacco, it has also kept the defense fresh.

As the Sports Xchange suggests, it's no coincidence that the team's recent struggles have coincided with the grounded running game. ...

Breshad Perriman wasn't present at the start of Monday's practice. The first-round pick practiced in a limited capacity two days last week before aggravating his right knee injury in pregame warm-ups Sunday. The No. 26 overall pick, Perriman sprained his knee on the first day of training camp (July 30).

The Ravens have missed the playmaking ability of Perriman. Smith is Baltimore's only wide receiver with more than six catches after three games.

Fortunately, Smith still has explosiveness. The veteran now has 31 career catches of 50 or more yards (most among active players). Of those, 19 have produced touchdowns.

In an interesting note. ... Harbaugh on Tuesday claimed to have no knowledge of a setback for Perriman.

"I have no idea what you're talking about," Harbaugh repeated three times when asked about Perriman's status. ...

Nonetheless, Perriman was officially ruled out on Wednesday.

Also on the injury front. ... The Ravens will also be without tight end Crockett Gillmore for Thursday night's game.

Gillmore, the team's third-leading receiver, injured his calf in Sunday's loss. He was limited to 30 snaps and was held out of the fourth quarter. Offensive coordinator Marc Trestman thinks the Ravens have the depth to deal with it. "With Crockett being out," Trestman said Tuesday, "we expect [our young tight ends] to step up and play well for us."

The Ravens have two rookies at backup tight end: Maxx Williams (second round) and Nick Boyle (fifth round). ...

Kamar Aiken has started opposite Smith with Perriman out, but he's still struggling to make plays. Aiken played the most snaps of any wide receiver, but he was targeted only once and did not have a reception. Marlon Brown is another option to start. ...

Still, Flacco had his second straight game where he passed for more than 300 yards. He completed 32 of 49 passes for 362 yards with two touchdowns and an interception. ...

Justin Tucker, the NFL's most accurate kicker missed a 50-yard field goal. Sure, it was a long field goal. But this attempt wasn't close, sailing wide right. Nine of Tucker's 12 career missed field goals have come in Baltimore. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Matt Schaub 
RB: Justin Forsett, Lorenzo Taliaferro, Javorius Allen , Terrence McGee 
FB: Kyle Juszczyk 
WR: Steve Smith, Kamar Aiken, Marlon Brown, Michael Campanaro, Darren Waller, Breshad Perriman 
TE: Maxx Williams, Nick Boyle, Crockett Gillmore, Dennis Pitta 
PK: Justin Tucker 
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BUFFALO BILLS
The Bills could decide to rest running back LeSean McCoy until his hamstring is healthy, a league source told ESPN's Adam Schefter on Monday, especially with rookie Karlos Williams playing so well. NFL.com's Rand Getlin reported the same on Monday..

This after McCoy was limited to 16 yards on 11 carries in the Bills' 41-14 win Sunday over the Miami Dolphins, with the star running back using an exercise bike multiple times during the game trying to get loose.

Asked after the game if Williams' strong performance -- he leads qualifying NFL runners with a 7.75 yard-per-carry average through three games -- could lead the Bills to rest McCoy for this Sunday's game against the New York Giants, head coach Rex Ryan resisted the idea.

"Nah, I'll tell you: He's such a weapon" Ryan said. "If we just get him back, if he gets a little bit back -- get a little better, a little better, a little better -- eventually he'll get all the way back. That would be fantastic. But man, it's so hard to do that [sit him]. He's such a great player."

However, McCoy seemed more receptive to the idea in the locker room after the game and Ryan seemed more open about the possibility Monday.

"We will consider doing anything that is in the best interest of our football team and our players," Ryan said. "So if that is. ... I am not going to say yeah I will rest him. I think I will let our experts look at that. Our doctors and our trainers all that type of stuff. They will tell me, and I think that is what we will do."

On Wednesday, Ryan sounded even more pessimistic, admitting it "doesn't look good" for McCoy's availability this week.

"He's certainly not 100 percent. We're holding him out from practice. (There is) a real possibility he won't play," Ryan said, via WGR Radio. "Is it worth the time to get him near or 100 percent? We're weighing that right now."

Meanwhile, the status of wide receiver Sammy Watkins (calf) is also uncertain.

Watkins left in the first quarter of last Sunday's win over the Miami Dolphins and did not return.

Asked if it's possible that Watkins won't play against the Giants, Ryan said Monday, "I mean, that is certainly a possibility."

Watkins will sit out Wednesday's practice.

The good news?

Williams rushed for 110 yards and a touchdown on 12 carries. Williams is the first player to score a touchdown in each of his first three career games since teammate Percy Harvin accomplished the feat in 2009 while playing for the Minnesota Vikings.

In addition, Williams' 7.75-yard-per-carry average through three games is the NFL's highest among qualified runners.

Then there's Tyrod Taylor, who threw three interceptions against the Patriots in Week 2 but responded with a strong performance against the Dolphins, completing 21 of 29 passes for 277 yards, three touchdowns and no interceptions.

Taylor's 136.7 passer rating on Sunday was the highest by a Bills quarterback since Drew Bledsoe posted a 144.2 rating in a Sept. 14, 2003, win over Jacksonville.

Through three games, Taylor is completing 74.4 percent of his passes for 714 yards, seven touchdowns and three interceptions. Taylor is the first Bills quarterback to complete more than 70 percent of his passes and throw for at least seven touchdowns over the first three games since Jim Kellyin 1991.

As the Sports Xchange noted, what was striking in Miami was the way offensive coordinator Greg Roman opened up the playbook and did not play it conservative even though Taylor was making his first career start in a road game. On the opening drive, he called five straight passes, Taylor completed them all, and the last was a 25-yard touchdown to tight end Charles Clay.

"We have the utmost faith in Tyrod, that's never wavered one bit," said Roman. "I think it was a really good week for him; he grew a lot watching last week's film and taking it to the practice field. It's part of the growth process of a guy making his third start."

Harvin said Taylor's play in the fourth quarter against the Patriots when he threw two touchdown passes and ran for another, was a harbinger of things to come in Miami.

"I was happy that he battled back in the third and fourth quarter last week, so I liked his poise in that game, and it carried over today," said Harvin, who caught seven passes for 66 yards. "You could see once we got out here warming up, he had that look in his eye; he knew what he wanted to accomplish today and we did that."

Worth noting, Clay and Harvin quickly picked up the slack with Watkins and McCoy ailing. The Bills' offense didn't miss a beat. Profootballfocus.com gave Clay his first positive grade of the season after he had five catches for 82 yards and the above-mentioned highlight reel TD against his former team.

"We have got plenty of weapons," Ryan said. "But it will be fun once we get everybody about 100 percent."

The better news?

As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak notes, the first slice of their schedule -- a three-game stretch that included hosting the two AFC finalists from last season and then traveling to play a division opponent -- is now over, and the Bills have emerged with a respectable 2-1 record.

The next section of the Bills' season has long been seen as their easiest stretch: they host the Giants (1-2), travel to face the Tennessee Titans (1-2), return home to play the Cincinnati Bengals (3-0) and then cross the Atlantic to meet the Jacksonville Jaguars (1-2) in London before their bye week.

Nothing in the NFL is ever truly easy, but the Bills have an opportunity to generate momentum over the next month before they enter the second half of their schedule, which includes a grueling slate of five road games in six weeks -- a Monday night trip to New England among them.

There are plenty of reasons to believe the Bills can enter their bye week with five or even six wins.

Now if only they could get healthy. ...

I will, of course, be following up on the status of both McCoy and Watkins in coming days. There is reason for optimism for Watkins; NFL Network's Ian Rapoport reported on Monday the wideout's injury is a minor calf strain.

Whatever the case, and unlike last year, the Bills are better-equipped to deal with a Watkins injury because while Chris Hogan played well in 2014, Harvin is a more dynamic player. Robert Woods continues to be the possession receiver, but Harvin slips right into Watkins' role as a deep threat while also remaining a dangerous yards after catch runner on the short routes.

One last note here. ... Marquise Goodwin (ribs) was practicing fully Wednesday; he could make his 2015 debut this week. Harvin (hip) did not practice Wednesday, but there's no real concern about his availability for Sunday. 
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QB: Tyrod Taylor, EJ Manuel 
RB: Karlos Williams, Anthony Dixon, LeSean McCoy 
FB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Percy Harvin, Robert Woods, Chris Hogan, Marquise Goodwin, Marcus Easley, Sammy Watkins 
TE: Charles Clay, MarQueis Gray, Matthew Mulligan, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
The NFL vice president of officiating says that referee Ed Hochuli insists he never told Cam Newton that he "wasn't old enough" to get a personal foul call during Sunday's game against the New Orleans Saints.

According to ESPN.com, a league source said that unless audio surfaces to support Newton's side of things, "the NFL will not look into the matter further."

"Ed was adamant that he did not say that," Dean Blandino told the NFL Network on Monday. "He told me that he said (to Newton) that 'the difference is you were running.' I think when you look at the tape it does look like Ed did say (the difference is you were running). I think that's where we are right now and we're just going to kind of move on from there."

Newton called out the veteran referee after Carolina's 27-22 win after he felt a personal foul should have been called on Saints defensive tackle Tyeler Davison for hitting him out of bounds after he released a pass.

TV replays show Newton having a brief conversation with Hochuli after the play, and the quarterback reacted at one point with surprise, stopping in his tracks before breaking into a wide, disbelieving smile.

"The response that I got was, 'Cam, you're not old enough to get that call,'" Newton said at his postgame press conference Sunday. "I was looking at him like, 'I didn't think that you had to have seniority to get a personal foul or anything like that.' ... Heaven forbid he gets any rookies. They are going to have a long day man."

Blandino told the NFL Network if Hochuli did tell Newton he "wasn't old enough" to get calls, he could be reprimanded. He said there have been times in the past when an official said something inappropriate to a player and was disciplined, although he didn't elaborate.

"Any official could be disciplined if they say something inappropriate and we do not teach that the number of years a player is in the league is going to determine whether a foul is called," Blandino said. "It's the posture that he's in and was there a violation. So saying something to that effect is certainly something that is not appropriate."

NFL Referee Association (NFLRA) executive director Jim Quirk released a statement late Monday defending Hochuli, a 26-year veteran NFL referee.

"Not true. Not even close to being true." Quirk said in a release. "I'm not a lip-reader, but the short video clip I saw looks to me like Ed said very directly that 'you were running' and then shakes his head no. We stand by Ed that the accusation against him is totally false."

Head coach Ron Rivera refused to address the issue on Monday saying, "we're going to move forward."

Blandino said Hochuli made the right call by not throwing the flag.

"Cam was outside the pocket and he threw the ball on the run, so there are different protections for a quarterback that is running outside the pocket versus in the pocket," Blandino said. "And outside the pocket you don't get the two-step protection and so when you look at the play, Cam threw on the run, there was some contact, it wasn't late and it wasn't a foul."

At 6-5 and 245 pounds, Newton is one of the biggest quarterbacks in the NFL.

There is a perception by the Panthers that because of his physical stature and runs more than any quarterback in the league that Newton doesn't get as many personal fouls to go his way as other QBs.

Newton said Sunday it's something that bothers him.

"It is one thing to be frustrated in a situation where you see a personal foul on an opposing quarterback get called," Newton said. "For me, when it is something around that same range and for that flag not to be called, I am ticked off."

However, the numbers don't support the Panthers' concerns.

Newton has drawn more personal fouls (30) than any quarterback in the league since coming into the league in 2011, according to STATS.

The next closest is Matthew Stafford with 24, and Matt Ryan, Robert Griffin III and Andrew Luck with 23. ...

For the record, Newton passed for 315 yards, his most since Oct. 2, 2011. He didn't throw an interception while tossing two touchdowns, both to Greg Olsen, who had a career-best 134 receiving yards. Ted Ginn had a 55-yard reception, his longest since 2008.

Running room continues to be limited for Jonathan Stewart, who gained just 52 yards on 14 carries. He's now averaging 3.5 yards per attempt on 49 carries. Newton added 33 yards and a touchdown on seven attempts. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Stewart (calf) was held out of the Panthers' final drive against the Saints. Stewart was also held out of Wednesday's practice, but Rivera said he has no concerns about Stewart's status for Week 4. I'll be following up on his status in coming days, but expect him to play against the Buccaneers this weekend. ...

That won't be the case for receiver Jerricho Cotchery, however. Cotchery, who has a high ankle sprain, will "probably" be out through the Panthers' Week 5 bye, according to Rivera.

Luke Kuechly is still sidelined for the Panthers with a concussion.

In addition, shortly after defensive end Charles Johnson limped through the locker room Monday afternoon, the Panthers made a trade to help shore up their reeling pass rush. Carolina acquired five-time Pro Bowl defensive Jared Allen from Chicago in exchange for a conditional late-round draft pick. In 12 seasons, Allen leads active players with 134 career sacks.

Johnson, who was carted off with a hamstring injury in the fourth quarter of Sunday's win over the Saints, was placed on IR-Designated To Return on Tuesday.

The deal ends a disappointing stay in Chicago for Allen, who signed a four-year, $32 million deal before the 2014 season. After recording a career-low 5.5 sacks last year, Allen had no sacks and just five tackles in the Bears' new 3-4 defense this season. 
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QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson, Joe Webb 
RB: Jonathan Stewart, Fozzy Whittaker, Cameron Artis-Payne, Mike Tolbert 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Corey Brown, Ted Ginn, Devin Funchess, Kevin Norwood, Jerricho Cotchery 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Richie Brockel, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
Try as they might, the Chicago Bears cannot win without Jay Cutler.

As ESPN.com's Jeff Dickerson wrote, "Cutler is flawed. He turns the football over at the worst possible times. That's who he is; 32-year-old quarterbacks don't change. Cutler will be throwing costly interceptions until the day he retires.

"But he's the only quarterback on this roster who can score points."

The Bears had absolutely zero chance to beat Seattle with Jimmy Clausen. And that's not a knock on Clausen, who did everything asked of him at CenturyLink Field. Kudos to offensive coordinator Adam Gase for devising a game plan that emphasized the run out of multiple tight end sets. That's exactly how to manage a backup quarterback. Take the football out of his hands.

Clausen attempted nine passes in the first half and didn't give the ball away. Down 6-0 at halftime, the plan was working -- until the Seahawks began to score touchdowns.

Then it was game over.

Week 3 effectively ended when Seattle's Tyler Lockett returned the opening kickoff of the second half 105 yards for a touchdown.

"That's unacceptable," Bears safety Antrel Rolle said of the return.

A 13-point deficit felt like a 130-point deficit. The Bears' offense never really threatened the Seahawks. Not having Alshon Jeffery (hamstring) hurt, but even with a full complement of receivers, Clausen isn't going to stretch the field like Cutler. That's not who he is.

"It was tough," Clausen said. "Obviously I took a shot to Josh Bellamy on the sidelines. I tried to take a shot toward the end to Martellus Bennett. I tried to push the ball down the field a little bit when the opportunity was there."

Head coach John Fox was direct when asked if the team felt unable to throw downfield with Clausen.

"You watched it. I think that it proved to be pretty true," Fox said.

"We need to generate more than zero points to win games," the coach added. "There's no doubt."

The remarkable part of Sunday's game is that the Bears were able to run so well. The entire Pacific Northwest knew that Clausen's passing attempts would be few and far between, yet the Bears controlled the line of scrimmage until after halftime.

The problem is that style is not sustainable. Not on a team such as the Bears with a mediocre defense and below-average special teams. In the old days (circa Lovie Smith), the Bears were built to win games 10-6 with a backup quarterback because of their elite defense and special teams.

That era is over.

The Bears had better hope Cutler returns quickly from a strained hamstring that might keep him out two to five weeks. Sunday's game reinforced just how important he is in the short term.

Without Cutler the Bears will be lucky to score an offensive touchdown, much less win a game.

And it appears they realize that.

The decision to trade Jared Allen Monday makes sense on paper because he wasn't a fit for their 3-4 defense and he was taking up valuable snaps.

But as NFL.com's Gregg Rosenthal suggested, it's also a trade that a team makes when it's looking to the future. The Bears get a sixth-round pick and more snaps for younger players. Allen wasn't the only player to leave the Bears' defensive fold Monday. The team shipped linebacker Jon Bostic to the New England Patriots in exchange for a late-round pick.

Meanwhile, ESPN's Dianna Russini reported the Bears are "looking to unload players [from the previous regime] that don't fit their scheme," while ESPN.com's Jeff Dickerson suggests that any offers for pending free agents Matt Forte and Jeffery should be considered.

Shipping off Forte might make sense -- the running back turns 30 in December and is due for a new contract, while fourth-round rookie Jeremy Langford is waiting in the wings -- but it would certainly be a surprise to see Jeffery moved.

Though the wideout will command a hefty deal this offseason, NFL teams rarely go into "fire sale" mode and trade away a young asset who is entering his prime.

Other notes of interest. ... For the record, Cutler was on the practice field Wednesday, but those who follow the team closely don't expect him to play this week.

Jeffery, meanwhile, expects to return from his hamstring injury for Sunday's game against the Raiders.

Like Cutler, the wideout was limited Wednesday.

Jeffery has missed two consecutive games with the injury. He missed the entire preseason schedule with a severe left calf strain but played in the regular-season opener, catching five passes for 78 yards on 60 snaps.

He still has the most receiving yards among Bears wide receivers despite missing two straight games. Bennett leads the team overall in that category with 118 yards on 13 receptions. Veteran receiver Eddie Royal is second on the team in receptions with 11 for just 66 yards.

Jeffery became the Bears' No. 1 wideout in the offseason after Chicago traded Brandon Marshall to the New York Jets.

He came into this season with two straight seasons of more than 1,000 yards receiving. He was a Pro Bowler in 2013 when he posted career bests with 89 receptions and 1,421 receiving yards. He also had seven touchdown receptions.

He followed that up in 2014 with 85 catches for 1,133 yards and a career-high 10 touchdown receptions. 
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QB: Jimmy Clausen, David Fales, Jay Cutler 
RB: Matt Forte, Jeremy Langford, Jacquizz Rodgers, Ka'Deem Carey 
FB: Zach Miller, Khari Lee 
WR: Alshon Jeffery, Eddie Royal, Marquess Wilson, Josh Bellamy, Marc Mariani, Cameron Meredith, Kevin White 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Zach Miller, Khari Lee 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
According to ESPN.com's Coley Harvey, the rest of us may have been worried by A.J. Green's relatively tame two-game start to the season, but he had a strong feeling brighter days were coming.

One of those days arrived on Sunday.

"I know my numbers are going to come," the Cincinnati Bengals receiver said just after his team's 28-24 win over the Ravens.

They came all right, and in bunches. Green's 10-catch, 227-yard, two-touchdown performance not only paced the Bengals offensively, it also carried them to the win. Both of Green's scores came in the game's final seven minutes, and effectively ended the seesaw nature of a close fourth quarter. While the two touchdowns were both go-ahead scores, it was 7-yard snag on a fade route with about two minutes left that sealed the victory and kept the Bengals (3-0) undefeated.

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

Green's big day started with a first-quarter drop on a pass that went right through his hands and bounced off his helmet, nearly ricocheting into the hands of a Ravens' defender.

"He told me that he's good after he dropped the ball," head coach Marvin Lewis said. "I said, 'I know you're good. You're great.' He made big plays down the stretch."

In the first two games this season, Green had just eight catches for 108 yards and one touchdown. He had also dropped another potential score in a pass that went through his hands while he was in the end zone.

Not only did Green have a performance the Bengals could feel good about, his fantasy owners had something to cheer, too.

It's worth noting Green's relatively few touches in the first two games coincided with strong individual performances from tight end Tyler Eifert and running back Giovani Bernard. As Harvey pointed out, other players were benefiting from some of the extra attention Green was getting.

As the Bengals demonstrated in Baltimore, when Green starts drawing fewer double teams and more single-man coverages, it's easier to make him a bigger part of the offense.

"It's what the quarterback's supposed to do," Lewis said last week. "The quarterback's got to throw the ball to the guy that coverage dictates. And if coverage rolls to what it is, you show the respect that A.J. gets. And if coverage rolls to A.J. and the ball has to go elsewhere, that's great."

Credit Andy Dalton with getting the Bengals in a favorable set of matchups during the play when Green caught his final touchdown pass.

When he changed the formation and play call at the line of scrimmage, Dalton realized Green was about to draw a one-on-one matchup with Ravens corner Jimmy Smith that he could exploit. Once that happened, Green capped a day that he had been expecting for quite some time.

"I had no worries," Green said. "I know my numbers are going to come no matter what. Whenever my number's called, just make the play."

Meanwhile, Jeremy Hill owners are now the ones worrying.

For the season, Hill has 123 yards on 41 carries, an average of 3.0 yards per rush. There are also two lost fumbles from the Week 2 win over San Diego. Put it all that together, and you have the kind of start that could be deemed a nightmare for a solid Bengals offense trying to make sure it's as balanced as possible now as the season hits its stride.

Like Green, however, Hill believes these early dark days will soon subside.

"It's coming," Hill said, referencing a conversation he had with offensive coordinator Hue Jackson walking off the field following Sunday's win. "I talked to Hue after and he knows it's coming. We can feel it. There are certain plays, certain situations where we can feel it."

Against the Ravens, Hill averaged 1.8 yards, carrying 12 times for 21 yards. He also barely touched the ball in the second half after he had difficulty getting anything established, whether with extra backfield blockers or without. Bernard didn't have a significantly better day, but Bernard's 13 carries for 49 yards and three catches for 34 yards helped move the ball downfield and set up key scores.

His own low average from Sunday aside, Bernard at least appears to be rounding into the form he had in 2013, when he was running hard through tackles and looked healthy and fluid juking and sprinting past defenders. Combine that with a couple of key blitz pickups he had in this latest victory, and Bernard has gotten off to a comparatively solid start.

Still, Hill foresees a day when he can be the hero.

"There's going to be a day when the running game is going to pop," he said. "So we're going to keep pounding, keep grinding. We're not going to get in the tank and pass it every play. It'll be a day. We've just got to keep pounding and keep working. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange notes, Dalton just looks different this season. He's taking charge in the huddle and on the sideline and managing the offense like an experienced veteran should. On Sunday, he made a few Dalton-like mistakes: an overthrow for an interception, a sack fumble which was returned for a TD by the Ravens. But it was how he responded following those miscues.

Dalton tossed an 80-yard strike to Green following the fumble and with 1:46 remaining checked off at the line before finding Green for a seven-yard game-winner. ...

Marvin Jones missed all of last season due to injury. He's back. Jones' one-handed catch for a 31-yard gain on the game-winning drive is an early-season highlight gem. Jones showed his potential in 2013 when he had 712 yards and 10 TDs. His presence creates mismatches for any opposing secondary that needs to keep more than one pair of eyes on Green and Eifert.

And finally. ... More than 24 hours later, there still were plenty of folks scratching their heads over Eifert's touchdown catch that wasn't.

On fourth-and-goal late in the first half, the Bengals tight end made a catch and took a few steps before lunging across the goal to give them a 21-0 lead on the Ravens. Or, not. Eifert lost control of the ball after breaking the plane and the officials, citing an often controversial rule, deemed via replay that he hadn't completed the catch.

"You've got to possess the football and hand it to the doggone official," said Lewis of his advice for receivers. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, AJ McCarron 
RB: Jeremy Hill, Giovani Bernard, Rex Burkhead, Cedric Peerman 
WR: A.J. Green, Marvin Jones, Mohamed Sanu, Brandon Tate, Greg Little, Mario Alford 
TE: Tyler Eifert, Ryan Hewitt, Tyler Kroft, C.J. Uzomah 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
Josh McCown's right hand is cut and swollen. His job status hasn't changed.

Making his home debut in front of some Cleveland fans chanting for Johnny Manziel to play, McCown injured his throwing hand during Sunday's loss to Oakland but doesn't expect to miss any practice time.

"Rub a little dirt on it," said McCown, who returned after sustaining a concussion in the season opener.

And although McCown and Cleveland's offense struggled in the 27-20 loss to the Raiders, who sealed their win when Charles Woodson intercepted McCown's pass with 38 seconds left, Browns coach Mike Pettine has no immediate plans to change quarterbacks.

Asked if McCown did anything to make the coaching staff consider Manziel, Pettine was blunt.

"No," he said without further explanation.

As Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers notes, McCown threw two touchdown passes in the second half and rallied the Browns (1-2), whose current issues run deeper than their quarterback. Pettine bemoaned a slow start and poor tackling as the main culprits against the Raiders, who led 17-3 at halftime and 27-10 early in the fourth before the Browns rallied.

McCown drove the Browns to the Oakland 35 in the final minute but then tried to squeeze in a pass to Travis Benjamin that was picked off by Woodson. McCown wasn't able to finish his motion on the throw as he would have liked, but said Woodson made the kind of play that will eventually land him in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

"The location of the throw was not where I wanted it," McCown said. "It was not the type of throw I wanted to make. It was just getting enough on the ball. That being said, he made an excellent play on the ball."

McCown, who passed for 341 yards, doesn't know exactly when he got hurt, but guessed he got stepped on during the third quarter.

The 36-year-old didn't want to blame his early issues Sunday on being rusty -- he got hurt on the Browns' first drive this season -- but said the offense's early ineffectiveness was across the board.

"When all 11 guys aren't firing, it will stifle you quick and it slows things down," he said. "I think that is what contributed to it more than anything."

Pettine wants the Browns to have a run-first identity, but after picking up just 39 yards against the Raiders, there's clearly work to be done with the ground game.

"We are capable of executing that plan and we are not going to deviate from it or panic from it," Pettine said. "We need to play better. We need to execute. If you want to look at the biggest reasons why we have lost two of three games, it's because we didn't run the ball well enough and we didn't defend the run well enough."

The Browns were gashed for 155 yards rushing by Oakland. An offseason spent fixing the league's worst rushing defense isn't showing any dividends.

Pettine believes, that, too, is fixable.

"The biggest thing has been the missed tackles," he said. "We took a long hard look at some of the stuff we were doing from a schematic standpoint, but it has been a lot of different things. I would say the tackling has been the most troubling. To me, it has been the most disappointing aspect of our defense this year.

"Something that we weren't very good at last year and not much has changed. With all the emphasis that was put on it, that is an obvious source of frustration."

Other notes of interest. ... The Browns gave up on the run too quickly. Isaiah Crowell ran 10 times for 36 yards with a long run of 17 yards. Exclusive of that the Browns rushed for 22 yards on 13 carries. The holes the offensive line is supposed to create haven't been there for much of the season.

The run offense was supposed to be a strength, yet the Browns are averaging just 3.6 yards a carry.

The Browns have given up 10 sacks. That projects to 53 sacks on the season

Pettine said the club has no plans to release veteran WR Dwayne Bowe, who has been inactive for two games. "It's a long season," he said. "It hasn't started out the way that we've all, including Dwayne, wanted it to, but we're confident that we'll get him contributing here sooner than later." ...

Benjamin found his way into the end zone with a 4-yard touchdown catch in the fourth quarter. He had just four receptions but has four receiving TDs in three games. ...

Tight end Gary Barnidge did what tight ends tend to do against the Raiders: Light them up.

Barnidge had a career-high 105 yards on six receptions, including a 28-yard TD catch. On a day when the offense was AWOL for half the game, Barnidge came up with several big catches to keep the offense going. ...

And finally. ... The Browns and offensive line coach Andy Moeller have mutually agreed to part ways. That news came via a statement released Tuesday afternoon by the team and Moeller's agent, Paul R. Sheehy.

"The Browns and offensive line coach Andy Moeller have mutually agreed to part ways, effective immediately. While no charges were filed in connection with the recent accusations asserted against him, and which Andy vehemently denies, he has advised the Browns that he desires to devote his full attention and focus on his family. Andy states that this was a difficult decision but the right one for him, his family, and the club at this point in time," the statement said.

The Berea prosecutor's office announced last week it would not file charges against Moeller following a Sept. 5 incident in which he was accused of assault by his then-fiancee. The Browns followed that with a team statement saying that Moeller remained indefinitely suspended.

Veteran coach George DeLeone, listed as the team's assistant offensive line coach, has been fulfilling Moeller's duties with the Browns. 
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QB: Josh McCown, Johnny Manziel, Austin Davis 
RB: Isaiah Crowell, Duke Johnson, Shaun Draughn, Robert Turbin 
FB: Malcolm Johnson 
WR: Andrew Hawkins, Travis Benjamin, Brian Hartline, Taylor Gabriel, Dwayne Bowe, Marlon Moore 
TE: Gary Barnidge, Jim Dray, E.J. Bibbs, Rob Housler 
PK: Travis Coons 
=========================

=========================
DALLAS COWBOYS
As Fort Worth Star-Telegram staffer Charean Williams noted, Brandon Weeden got his name in the team record book, but it didn't help improve his record.

The quarterback, subbing for the injured Tony Romo, completed his first nine passes Sunday. That gave him 21 in a row, dating to his last start -- the Arizona game last year.

It broke Romo's team record and came within three of the NFL mark set by Donovan McNabb.

In the end, though, it proved meaningless.

The Cowboys lost 39-28, Weeden's ninth consecutive loss as a starter. He has not won a start since the 2012 season.

The Cowboys, though, left upbeat about Weeden's performance.

"I really like what I saw out there today as far as how he handled himself," owner Jerry Jones said. "It wasn't too big for him. I thought he made some real good decisions. He wasn't throwing the ball but 15-20 yards, but I thought he made some really good decisions. I think we've got something to work with here."

The Cowboys traded for Matt Cassel last week after Romo broke his left collarbone. Romo will miss at least seven games after the Cowboys placed him on short-term injured reserve.

While fans speculated that Cassel soon could take over the starting job from Weeden while Romo sits out, it remains Weeden's to lose.

He completed 22 of 26 passes for 232 yards with no touchdowns, an interception and an 87.8 passer rating.

"I thought our quarterback did a really good job in this game," head coach Jason Garrett said. "I don't know what his numbers were, but he didn't throw many incompletions. He had the one poor play before the half, where he moved and threw the interception that gave them a scoring opportunity. But other than that, I thought his decision-making was very good.

"We moved the ball throughout, but unfortunately we didn't do enough in the second half to continue scoring points."

The Cowboys formulated a game plan to make Weeden comfortable, settling for the underneath passes. Running back Lance Dunbar had 10 catches for 100 yards, and tight end Jason Witten caught six passes for 65 yards.

Of Weeden's 26 attempts, he targeted his wideouts only six times. Terrance Williams, the Cowboys' best receiver with Dez Bryant recovering from foot surgery, had two targets and one drop. Receiver Cole Beasley caught four passes for 49 yards.

"We didn't have a ton of opportunities [to throw downfield]," Weeden said. "When you get to third-and-8 or third-and-9, and they're playing man, they're really not giving that deep threat down the side. It was tough for those receivers to really get on their toes. You're able to do that when you get them on their heels a little bit, and we never really got that momentum going in the second half."

Weeden, while calling himself "efficient" and saying the offense "did a lot of really good things," wanted two throws back. One was a throw down the field to Witten in the third quarter. The other was the interception.

"It was a stupid mistake on my part, and I'll remember and I'll never do it again. You have to put it in the past and learn from it."

Still, with a nine-game losing streak that's tops among current starters and more interceptions (29) than touchdowns (27) for his career, Weeden will have to listen to chatter about whether Cassel is a better fit to lead the Cowboys until Romo returns.

Dallas (2-1) goes to winless New Orleans this weekend before a visit from Tom Brady and New England. The Patriots went 11-5 in 2008 with Cassel filling in after Brady injured a knee in the opener, although they missed the playoffs.

Cassel came in a trade with Buffalo early last week and was inactive against the Falcons. Kellen Moore, who hasn't played in a regular-season game, was the backup. Garrett wouldn't say whether Cassel will be ready this week.

"He can speak the language," Garrett said. "I think he's getting more and more comfortable saying it. He's run a lot of these plays. He knows these concepts. As much as anything else, it's learning the terminology and learning the nuances of the system. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Joseph Randle had 85 yards on his first three carries, including a 37-yard touchdown run. He had three touchdown runs in the first half, the first by a Dallas runner since Ron Springs in 1981.

But that would be as good as it got. He had minus-5 yards on four second-half carries.

On the whole, the Cowboys rushed for 131 yards in the first half and minus-4 yards in the second half. ...

Meanwhile, Dunbar has caught 21 passes for 215 yards in three games; he caught 18 passes for 217 yards all of last season. Entering this season, he had just 31 catches in his career.

As ESPN.com's Jean-Jacques Taylor advised readers, what makes Dunbar valuable is he can turn short passes into long gains because he's so elusive when he gets the ball in space, especially against linebackers.

He had gains of 15, 13, 22 and 17 yards against Atlanta. He also had gains of 24, 16 and 39 in the first two games.

He can line up in the backfield, or the Cowboys can line him up wide and throw deep if he's covered by a linebacker, as they did for a 39-yard gain against the Eagles.

Dunbar's effectiveness played a big role in the Cowboys' 28-point first half Sunday. He caught four passes for 59 yards before intermission.

"It's fun to be a bigger part of the offense," Dunbar said, "but I'm all about winning. The stats don't mean much when you don't win."

Dunbar has proved he's capable of making big plays. When Romo and Bryant return to the lineup, he's still going to be a big part of the Cowboys offense.

Last Monday, Jason Witten could barely walk because of sprains to both ankles and his left knee. On Tuesday he was on crutches. By Wednesday he was on the field, taking part in a limited portion of practice.

On Sunday, he played in his 190th straight game -- the longest active streak for a non-kicker/punter in the NFL.

"Between Monday and Wednesday felt a lot better," Witten said. "We kind of did treatment around the clock and things started feeling better. On Wednesday, got it taped up and felt pretty good and I knew I was going [to play]. From then on the focus was on getting ready not just to play, but play well."

According to ESPN.com's Todd Archer, the Cowboys ran 49 offensive plays and Witten was on the field for every snap. He played in 82 of 85 plays against the Philadelphia Eagles despite the sprains in those games.

Witten is off to the best start of his career with 21 receptions. He had 20 catches in the first three games of the 2008 season. His 181 yards through three games are fourth best in his career -- he had 273 yards in 2008. His two touchdowns are the same amount through three games as in 2007 and '13. ... 
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QB: Brandon Weeden, Kellen Moore, Matt Cassel, Tony Romo 
RB: Joseph Randle, Lance Dunbar, Darren McFadden, Christine Michael 
FB: Tyler Clutts 
WR: Terrance Williams, Devin Street, Cole Beasley, Lucky Whitehead, Brice Butler, Dez Bryant 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna, Geoff Swaim 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
As Associated Press sports writer Arnie Stapleton suggested, a meeting of the minds has led to a happy medium.

Peyton Manning prefers to line up in the shotgun where he doesn't have to take his eyes off the defense, which is especially important for a 39-year-old quarterback.

Head coach Gary Kubiak likes his QB to line up under center where the play-action is most misleading in his zone blocking scheme.

So, the pistol formation it is.

Manning lined up away from the center but with the running back directly behind him so as not to tip his hand in Denver's 24-12 win at Detroit on Sunday night.

Although it didn't help the Broncos' ground game -- they gained just 42 yards on 18 carries before Manning's kneel-down in victory formation— Manning was sacked just once in 43 drop-backs.

He threw for two TDs and more yards -- 324 -- than he had since last Nov. 16 against the Rams. The Broncos improved to 3-0 even as they continue to search for a balanced offense to go with their top-ranked defense.

"Obviously, I want to get Peyton as comfortable as I possibly can is what we're trying to do," Kubiak said. "We're still trying to maintain some balance as far as formation-wise ... I know he was very comfortable."

After getting sacked seven times through the first two games -- the most through Week 2 in his 18 NFL seasons -- Manning spent most of his night upright against the Lions (0-3).

He also had more room to step into his passes and had more zing on his throws.

"I know he likes to see the field from back there," Kubiak said. "We continue to work both and I think you're going to continue to see both, but I was trying to find some balance with what we're doing offensively, but I think he played really, really well."

The Broncos ran the pistol through much of training camp and Manning said he loved the way it helped in protection.

"I imagine it'll be a part of the arsenal throughout the season," he said.

Whether or not their next opponent, the Minnesota Vikings (2-1), is buying it, Kubiak was also non-committal when discussing whether the pistol is permanent.

Kubiak was asked Monday when Manning will next be seen under center.

"Probably Wednesday," he replied. "We'll continue to do it all. But obviously, he was very comfortable. I think we made some strides last night. So, we've just got to make some more."

Especially in the running game.

As Denver Post staff writer Troy Renck notes, Denver currently ranks last in yards per carry (2.6) and 31st in overall yards with 171.

Kubiak's teams have averaged a 10th place rushing attack in his two decades as a coordinator and head coach. The Broncos offense is tweaked, using one-back sets, but Kubiak has no plans to abandon the run. C.J. Anderson remains the starter, and the Broncos would like to get him on track against Minnesota.

"We have to keep C.J. on the field. C.J. has been coming off the field the past three games because he's been nicked up," Kubiak said. "Things are going on, and we need to keep him on the field consistently."

Anderson missed time the first three weeks with ankle, toe and head injuries. He cleared the concussion protocol during the game at Detroit on Sunday and returned, but his abbreviated outing left him with 18 yards on eight carries. For the season, he sits at 74 yards on 32 attempts, admittedly struggling to have fun as he has tried too hard to make the perfect runs.

Ronnie Hillman and Juwan Thompson remain the backups, with Thompson expected to be available this week after suffering a neck injury against the Lions. If Thompson can't go, the Broncos could activate Kapri Bibbs from the practice squad.

As for the guys up front?

The offensive line took strides in pass protection, and tight end Owen Daniels said the group will improve. The players recognize the tenacious defense is providing a margin for patience.

"We are going to get better at it and get chunk plays. It's been my experience in this offense the last nine, 10 years that we've always been able to run the ball well. It is a work in progress," Daniels said. "This is the third time our offensive line has been together in a live situation. ..."

In addition, because James Casey was a game-day inactive, the Broncos went into Sunday night's game with just two players -- Thompson and tight end Virgil Green -- who have seen any time as the lead back in a two-back set. However, Thompson left the game in the second quarter with a neck injury and did not return. And while Denver's intentions to lean heavily to a three-wide receiver set could be seen once Casey was not in uniform for the game, Thompson's injury limited the Broncos' ability to beef up the formation as the game wore on. ...

Whatever the case, if the Broncos couldn't ramp the ground game against the Lions 29th-ranked run defense, none of us should have expectations of a sudden explosion.

The running game is the AFC's worst on a per-carry and per-game basis. It is not only ineffective, but not explosive; the Broncos are one of just four teams without a run of at least 20 yards so far this season.

Improved blocking is going to be a process. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold, the Broncos' chuck-it-around look still isn't always pretty, but it was punctuated by Manning's toss to Demaryius Thomas with just five seconds remaining in the first half. On a fourth-and-1, Manning saw Thomas was single-covered as the only receiver on the right side of the formation and put the ball up where only Thomas could get it. Thomas shed Lions cornerback Darius Slay and finished off the play for a touchdown that gave the Broncos a 14-12 lead. It was a key play that pushed the Broncos to a 3-0 start.

Daniels had his first touchdown as a Bronco, a beautiful, falling-backwards grab with 2:28 remaining that clinched the game. As the Sports Xchange notes, Daniels had struggled with dropped passes throughout the game, and caught five of the nine passes thrown in his direction. ...

Receiver Bennie Fowler had the first reception of his career and then had three more to complete a four-catch, 50-yard night. Fowler stuck on the 53-man roster out of training camp after breaking into the league on the Broncos' practice squad last year. ...

Brandon McManus remains perfect after a 53-yard misfire was wiped out because of an illegal-formation penalty against the Lions. McManus drilled the 48-yard rekick. ...

Denver's defense sits atop the league in yardage allowed on a per-game (259.0) and a per-play (4.2) basis. Only the Panthers and Jets are allowing fewer points per game, and when taking two defensive touchdowns out of the equation, the Broncos have conceded just 35 points. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler, Trevor Siemian 
RB: C.J. Anderson, Ronnie Hillman, Juwan Thompson 
FB: James Casey, Virgil Green 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Cody Latimer, Andre Caldwell, Jordan Norwood, Bennie Fowler 
TE: Owen Daniels, Virgil Green, Mitchell Henry 
PK: Brandon McManus 
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DETROIT LIONS
According to ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein, head coach Jim Caldwell said he is not considering taking over play calling from Joe Lombardi after the franchise once again struggled to create much on offense in a loss to the Broncos on Sunday.

Caldwell did not elaborate on why he has not considered the possibility, just offering "short answer, no," when asked if he would be doing it.

He was then asked what would have to happen for him to take over play calling from Lombardi and he explained it is "not an easy fix."

"We've got a lot of time left. I really do believe, without question, everybody thinks it's an easy fix. It's not an easy fix. It's not that simple," Caldwell said. "It takes work and I think we're on the right track. I just think that we obviously, we're just kind of missing a little bit here or there which is kind of enough to slow us down.

"I think in the preseason we were humming along pretty well and obviously the first half of the San Diego game, we were humming along pretty well. We've got to get back to that."

Worth noting here the Lions offensive starters did not play all that often in the preseason, as is the case with most teams around the league. Calvin Johnson and Joique Bell did not play at all. And the Lions offense began struggling after Matthew Stafford suffered a right arm injury on the first series of the second half against the Chargers in the opening week.

Since that point, Detroit has been remarkably inefficient. The Lions are the worst rushing team in the NFL and rank 27the total offense in the league.

When asked if he felt play calling was among the issues the Lions have right now, Caldwell deferred, instead placing blame on the execution of the plays Lombardi called.

"Well, what I think is that it still boils down to execution, to be honest with you," Caldwell said. "That's where I think our issues lie."

Meanwhile, Joique Bell hasn't had much help in front of him, but even when the holes are there, he hasn't hit them.

The running back has been coming off knee and Achilles injuries from last season. He didn't practice all spring. He sat out all of training camp. And through three games, he has been unable to do much of anything, averaging 1.1 yards a carry and spending two games at under one yard per rushing attempt.

"He's not quite where he used to be or where he was last year," Caldwell said. "I think he'll get there."

According to Rothstein, the Lions appear to be hoping that's the case, especially considering what's transpired through the first three weeks of the season. Detroit has given the ball to Bell 20 times and Ameer Abdullah, their second-round pick who has shown much more burst and decisiveness, 21 times.

So in trying to figure out why the Lions are continuing to use a timeshare with Bell and Abdullah -- even though Bell has been completely ineffective -- seems to rest with what Bell did last season, when he led the Lions in rushing (860 yards) and was by far the team's best back.

But now, the 29-year-old has looked nothing like the running back he was a year ago.

Caldwell said the Lions are "constantly" evaluating every position, including running back. But he also pointed to Bell's work in pass protection as a reason for why he has been playing.

Still, Abdullah has been, by far, the better back. Theo Riddick, the team's two-minute back, has also been one of Detroit's most consistent and explosive options.

To be fair, though, Riddick is much more of a receiver than a runner. When asked whether Riddick will be used more as a slot receiver or just more than the 54 snaps he's seen over the first three weeks, Caldwell said they'll look at everything.

So, how bad is 45 yards per game the Lions are averaging per game on the ground?

Since 2001, only three teams -- the 2013 Giants (44.33), the 2012 Titans (39.00) and the 2006 Buccaneers (43.33) had worse starts to the season running the ball. Combined, those teams were 1-8. None finished the season .500 or better.

The Lions have a combined 135 yards rushing. That would put them 24th in the NFL among individuals -- including behind Seattle quarterback Russell Wilson, two different backs from Buffalo (LeSean McCoy and Karlos Williams) and two backs -- Adrian Peterson and Matt Forte -- have more than doubled the Lions' rushing total.

No Lions player has more than 100 rushing yards on the season. Abdullah has 82 yards and is averaging 3.9 yards per carry while Bell has 20 rushes for 22 yards, running for 1.1 yards per attempt. Among 53 qualifying running backs, only Philadelphia's DeMarco Murray (.52 ypc) is averaging less per carry than Bell and Murray and Bell are the only two qualifying backs in the league to be under two yards per carry. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Johnson is getting the same attention he's always seen. The difference is, the Lions don't seem to be taking as many chances going to their best offensive playmaker. Johnson turned 30 on Tuesday, and while the attention is similar -- his utilization has been altered, changing his game and in some ways eliminating the mismatch wide receiver from making as many game-changing plays.

After an opening week during which Johnson saw four targets, the Lions have used him heavily the past two weeks. But it has been on primarily short and intermediate routes instead of the downfield patterns he used to be targeted on.

Right now he is averaging 8.33 air yards per target, down 6.55 yards, on average, from last season. Johnson has never had a season in which he has averaged less than 13.45 air yards per target.

His yards per reception, unsurprisingly, are also way down. He's averaging 9.95 yards per catch after not averaging less than 14.55 yards per catch in any other season.

As Rothstein noted, Golden Tate has the slippery capabilities to be used on underneath routes. Johnson is a game-breaker on deep passes, but the Lions have eschewed that almost the entire season. While there is still time left for the Lions to open up with Johnson, he is on pace for by far the lowest air yards per target of his career.

According to Rothstein, there are multiple factors for why the Lions aren't using Johnson like they used to. The first comes with route development and play calling. This was a similar issue last season, when the Lions took shorter, surer receptions instead of taking chances deep. This limited potential turnovers and mistakes by Stafford.

Even before Stafford was hurt against San Diego, however, the Lions targeted no throws of 15 air yards or more Johnson's way.

Since then, the Lions have taken only three shots of 15-plus yards to Johnson, according to ESPN Stats & Information: Two against Minnesota and one against Denver. In Johnson's career, he has never had fewer than 16 receptions of 15 air yards or more and no fewer than 44 targets in a season of that length. Last season, the Lions targeted Johnson 49 times on passes of 15 air yards or more.

Meanwhile, Stafford has also cut down on those deep shots, taking only 14 so far this season, an average of 4.67 per game. Last season, he averaged 7.43 per game, his lowest average since 2010, when he appeared in only three games.

Against the Broncos, Stafford took four sacks and five other hits, but had few big plays as he finished 31 of 45 for 282 yards and one touchdown. He said the play-calling wasn't predictable, but the recipient of one of his two interceptions said otherwise.

"We pretty much knew what they were going to do, and they did it," Broncos cornerback Bradley Roby said.

Which makes you wonder if Caldwell shouldn't revisit that whole play-calling thing. ...

A few final notes here. ... Brandon Pettigrew (hamstring) missed his second straight game and has yet to practice since suffering the injury in Week 1.

LB DeAndre Levy (hip) missed his third straight game and said he's unsure if he'll be available for Week 4. 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Dan Orlovsky RB: Ameer Abdullah, Joique Bell, Theo Riddick, Zach Zenner 
FB: Mike Burton 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Golden Tate, Corey Fuller, Jeremy Ross, TJ Jones 
TE: Eric Ebron, Tim Wright, Brandon Pettigrew 
PK: Matt Prater 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
According to ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky, "It's Aaron Rodgers' world, and the rest of the NFL is just living in it. And because of him, the Green Bay Packers will be the toast of the league for another week. ..."

Hard to argue the point. Rodgers was the single biggest factor in the Packers' 38-28 victory over the Kansas City Chiefs on Monday Night Football.

As Demovsky explained, everyone knows he doesn't throw interceptions at Lambeau Field. His streak without one reached 19 games, including playoffs. But you can't forget about his touchdowns, either. Rodgers' fourth five-touchdown game made him the franchise leader in that category.

When he threw his fourth touchdown pass, it was Rodgers' 15th such game since 2010. Only New Orleans Saints quarterback Drew Brees, with 16, has more four-touchdown games during that stretch. And when Rodgers added his fifth touchdown pass, it gave him four of those games in his career. Only four quarterbacks -- Brees (nine times), Peyton Manning (nine), Dan Marino (six) and Tom Brady (five) -- have more five-TD games since 1970.

And he makes it look easy -- although reigning NFL MVP doesn't have the first clue about how effortless it looks.

"I don't have that vantage point," he said.

From his perspective, "It looks like we're making some plays," he said.

Which might not be a surprise; but it shouldn't be as easy as it looks.

A team that lost its best receiver hasn't suffered so much as a hiccup. And it doesn't stop only with the loss of Jordy Nelson to that freak season-ending knee injury in the preseason. Davante Adams, the budding second-year playmaker expected to elevate his game in Nelson's absence, lasted just three plays against the Chiefs before his bothersome left ankle forced him out.

Without Nelson, without Adams, the Packers' offense continues to get better even with old man James Jones and rookie Ty Montgomery in unexpected roles. Both caught touchdown passes against Kansas City.

As Demovsky notes, coaches in San Francisco, St. Louis and San Diego now have the task of trying to come up with something to try to stop Rodgers and the Packers from turning 3-0 into 6-0 before their Oct. 25 bye.

"I just think we're scratching the surface a little bit," said Rodgers, who has 10 touchdowns without an interception through three games.

Cobb's three-touchdown performance against the Chiefs showed how strong the connection is between him and his quarterback, regardless of how many resources defensive coordinators commit to stopping them.

"I think those two dudes communicate more than anybody, especially with Randall being in the slot," said Jones, who caught seven passes for 139 yards. "There's a lot of bodies moving around him, quick throws coming at him, long ball coming at him, so those guys are communicating 24/7."

Since the start of the 2014 season, no one in the NFL has more touchdown catches than Cobb.

With three against the Chiefs, he's up to 16 in that span -- tied with Dez Bryant and Rob Gronkowski.

"It's all communication," Cobb said. "It's all making the plays in practice and watching that transition from the practice field to the game field and being able to make the plays in the games. Really, the biggest thing, is just communication. Continue to talk, continue to pick his brain about different situations. Like I've said in the past, when he tells you something in Week 2, when you go out in Week 10 and remember something, some minute detail, that builds that chemistry and that trust."

Meanwhile, it turns out that Jones is good for more than only touchdowns.

In his first two games, three of Jones' five catches were for touchdowns but totaled only 80 yards. Against the Chiefs, he caught seven passes for 139 yards. And yes, he still had a touchdown.

Running back Eddie Lacy, hobbled all last week because of a sprained right ankle, appeared to get through the game just fine. Sharing carries with James Starks and Alonzo Harris, Lacy rushed for 46 yards on 10 attempts and also had three catches for 41 yards (including a 26-yard gain on a shovel pass in the first quarter).

Lacy practiced fully on Wednesday, an indication the ankle is healing nicely. ...

The Packers will be on a short week heading into Sunday's game at the 49ers.

The Packers are also planning an early departure and will fly out Friday afternoon, a day earlier than coach Mike McCarthy typically takes his team on the road.

Tight end Andrew Quarless has an MCL sprain in his left knee, according to NFL Network's Ian Rapoport. Quarless, who was injured on Monday night in the second quarter against the Chiefs, is expected to miss four to six weeks.

As noted above, Adams aggravated the ankle sprain he suffered in Week 2 a few plays into the game and Rapoport reports he's also expected to miss some time, although there's no projected timetable for his return. He was not on the practice field Wednesday. I'll be following up on his status via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

One last note here. ... There appears to be some consternation over the fact Rodgers' five-touchdown, no-interception, 333-yard game go a negative grade from ProfootballFocus.com.

PFF gave Rodgers a minus-0.8 grade overall. That number doesn't mean much to those who aren't hardcore followers of their grading system but know this: it's only his sixth negative grade since the start of the 2012 season. Last season, he had two: a minus-3.1 in the Week 15 loss at Buffalo and a minus-0.1 in the Week 12 win at Minnesota.

Rodgers was downgraded in large part for two plays: his second-quarter fumble (a play that was wiped out by a Chiefs penalty) and his third-quarter near-interception.

"Rodgers maintained his interception-less streak at Lambeau field, but it is a negatively graded play regardless," PFF wrote. "These are poor plays on Rodgers' part that bring his game grade down that won't show up on any widely quoted statistical analysis of his performance."

The grading system has its limitations, as PFF admitted "the greatness of Rodgers' performance last night was in the intangibles: recognizing the blitz, drawing the defense offsides, catching the Chiefs in bad situations and exploiting those scenarios with simple passes to open receivers."

But PFF says "our system grades what can be graded -- the execution of the play post-snap -- and in that regard Rodgers did not stand out in the same way that his statistics did."

To which fantasy owners offer up a collective, "So what?"

By the way, Rodgers was named NFC Offensive Player of the Week on Wednesday. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Scott Tolzien, Brett Hundley 
RB: Eddie Lacy, James Starks, Alonzo Harris 
WR: Randall Cobb, Davante Adams, James Jones, Ty Montgomery, Jeff Janis 
TE: Richard Rodgers, Kennard Backman, Andrew Quarless 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli pointed out, Houston has long been a place where success in running the ball leads to good things for everyone.

That was true Sunday against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers for Houston Texans quarterback Ryan Mallett.

According to ESPN Stats & Info, Mallett completed seven of eight play-action pass attempts, including all three that targeted DeAndre Hopkins.

Arian Foster did not return Sunday for the Texans, but their running game did in a 19-9 victory over the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

And the play-action works best when you have a threatening running game. On Sunday, the Texans gained 189 yards rushing, the bulk of those coming from Alfred Blue. Blue picked up 139 yards on 31 attempts. He averaged a healthy 4 rushing yards per carry and scored a 20-yard rushing touchdown.

"As a runner, I just got in the zone of running the ball," Blue said. "The coaches, they trusted me tonight, and I just got in the zone just by getting a lot of carries. As a runner you get in that mode; you start to see it, and the game slows down. I think that's what happened, the game slowed down. I was able to see blocks more effective and just make that one cut and get up field."

Heading into Sunday's game, Blue had only 14 carries for 48 yards.

The Texans hadn't had a 100-yard rushing game in their first two contests before Sunday. It's no coincidence that their quarterbacks completed only 57.1 percent of their play-action passes in the first two weeks of the season. It's also no coincidence that the Texans lost both of those games.

Bolstered by Blue's big game and a strong effort by the Texans' offensive line, Mallett had a solid performance. He completed 24 of 39 passes for 228 yards, a touchdown pass on a slant to wide receiver Hopkins and was intercepted once on a deflected pass. Mallett had a 75.6 passer rating.

"I think that there are certainly things to improve on, but I thought he managed the game better," head coach Bill O'Brien said of Mallett, who made his fourth career NFL start. "I think he got us into the right play better. I thought his mechanics were better. He was tighter in the pocket. He was a bit more accurate. He completed more balls. I think we were more balanced and I think that helped him. We were able to run the football. I thought he did a good job on third down.

"I think a lot of that had to do with our receivers and our line, but Mallett delivering the ball on time and accurately. There's things we need to improve on. He's really only played four games in this league. I heard him say whether it was high school or college ‘the more I play, the more comfortable I get. The more confidence, the better I get.' That's usually the case with most of us. The more you do things, the better you get at it. Hopefully, we'll see that."

Mallett is 1-1 as a starter this season.

This victory gives the Texans an emotional lift before they head back on the road to face the Atlanta Falcons. It also was the first game of the season in which the Texans were able to do two of the things that have become hallmarks of this organization over the past several years: Run the ball and play sound defense.

The Texans defense allowed one touchdown and one field goal. They allowed zero points after halftime. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Hopkins made a healthy and successful return Sunday from a concussion suffered last week against the Carolina Panthers.

Hopkins caught eight passes for 101 yards and a touchdown as he was targeted 14 times. Hopkins passed the mandatory baseline neurological exam and was listed as probable on the injury report as he returned to practice Friday.

Hopkins grabbed his head at one point after landing on his helmet in the first half, but it was out of frustration that he didn't make a sideline catch.

"I felt good," Hopkins said. "We got the win. That's all that matters. It feels great."

Hopkins said it was the second concussion of his career in the NFL. The former first-round draft pick sustained one in college at Clemson.

"It was a concussion," Hopkins said. "A normal concussion."

O'Brien told reporters Monday that while he wasn't prepared to say definitively whether running back Foster will play Sunday against the Falcons, the star back's return isn't far off.

"I think we're close," O'Brien said, per the Houston Chronicle. "I don't know that answer today (whether he'll play), but he's been out there the past couple of weeks of practice and it's looked pretty good. Again, anytime we have a veteran player like that that we're dealing with that type of injury, I think we listen a lot to that player. Basically how do you feel. We'll go on that a little bit and we'll go on what our doctors say and we'll go from there."

According to ESPN's Ed Werder, O'Brien not expecting a final decision on Foster until 90 minutes before Sunday's kickoff.

Foster tore his groin early in training camp and had surgery Aug. 7. He will not play until he's 100 percent.

I'll obviously be following Foster's progress closely this week; those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking News section for more. ...

Worth noting: Mallett (chest) was also limited Wednesday; he's expected to play as usual. ...

And finally. ... Kicker Randy Bullock missed an extra point (his second extra-point miss of the season) and a 43-yard field goal attempt against the Bucs, prompting a change.

The Texans signed Nick Novak on Tuesday. According to Profootballtalk.com, Novak beat out Kai Forbath, Connor Barth and others to replace Bullock on the Houston roster.

Novak spent the last four years with the Chargers, but lost his job to Josh Lambo this summer. He's also spent time with the Chiefs, Redskins and Cardinals while making 120-of-147 career field goal tries. 
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QB: Ryan Mallett, Brian Hoyer 
RB: Alfred Blue, Chris Polk, Jonathan Grimes, Arian Foster 
FB: Jay Prosch 
WR: DeAndre Hopkins, Nate Washington, Cecil Shorts, Jaelen Strong, Keshawn Martin, Chandler Worthy, Keith Mumphery 
TE: Garrett Graham, C.J. Fiedorowicz, Ryan Griffin 
PK: Nick Novak 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Wells noted, the season was officially on the brink for the Indianapolis Colts. Not because of anything the Titans did, but rather more because of what the Colts did to themselves with franchise quarterback Andrew Luck leading the way in miscues.

Turnovers. Penalties. No pressure on Titans quarterback Marcus Mariota. But then, as he's done so many times throughout his NFL career, Luck forgot about his mistakes, strapped on his Superman cape and led the Colts back.

He threw two touchdown passes 46 seconds apart to help the Colts erase a 27-14 deficit after they gave up 27 straight points to Tennessee.

The turnaround led to a 35-33 come-from-behind victory and marked the 12th time that Luck has led the Colts on a winning drive in the fourth quarter or overtime in his NFL career. It took a goal-line stand by the defense on a two-point conversion attempt by the Titans for the Colts to complete the comeback and hopefully get things back on track.

Prior to the Tennessee game, the Colts had scored just three offensive touchdowns in the team's first two games in losses to Buffalo and the New York Jets. Indianapolis had three offensive touchdowns in less than five minutes in the win over Tennessee on Sunday.

Indianapolis has won 14 straight AFC South games. That's the longest such streak in the NFL. The Colts return home to face division opponent Jacksonville this week.

Since Chuck Pagano became the Colts head coach in 2012, the team is 15-2 in regular season games immediately following a loss.

Indianapolis is 20-4 in games decided by one possession or less since the start of the 2012 season. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, Luck did a much better job against the blitz than he had done in the team's first two games.

He completed 10-of-17 passes for 177 yards, two touchdowns and had one interception in 20 total dropbacks against the blitz. He was pressured 59 percent of the game through the first three quarters and on just two of his fourth-quarter pass attempts.

Luck completed 18-of-30 passes for 260 yards and two TDs in the game while being intercepted twice. He was sacked three times. Rookie WR Phillip Dorsett and second-year WR Donte Moncrief each had touchdown receptions. T.Y. Hilton had a 48-yard reception early in the game. Coby Fleener had four receptions for 51 yards.

Andre Johnson did not catch a pass in the game.

Worth noting: According to IndySportsCentral.com's Mike Chappell, Luck has a 7.4 passer rating when targeting Johnson this season: 7-of-18, 51 yards, 0 TD, 3 INTs. ...

Luck downplayed speculation Monday that he might be dealing with a rib issue. Luck, though, acknowledged that he was sore and tired after the Titans game. But he stressed that he wasn't hurt and said that his name would not be appearing on the team's injury report later in the week.

But that's not how it turned out.

Stephen Holder of the Indianapolis Star reported that Luck "took practically no reps in individual portion of practice," Wednesday, before the media was escorted out of practice. Instead of a rib issue, Luck's right shoulder is the problem.

Luck was officially listed as limited by the team. Pagano confirmed that status on Wednesday afternoon.

Pagano didn't express any doubt about Luck's ability to be in the lineup when the team faces the Jaguars on Sunday, however. Holder reports that Pagano said he has "supreme confidence [Luck] will play" in Week 4.

Keep an eye on the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Frank Gore got one of the game balls after Sunday's win over Tennessee. He promptly gave the game ball to the team's offensive line. Gore had his best game since coming to Indianapolis in the off-season, averaging 6.1 yards a carry and rushing for a pair of touchdowns while racking up a game-high 86 yards in 14 carries and averaged 6.1 yards per carry.

Gore continued his streak of consecutive games started among active running backs to 63.

As a team, Indianapolis rushed for 133 yards in 23 carries (5.8). ...

The experiment of starting Jack Mewhort at right tackle lasted all of two games. The same can be said about the signing of a 32-year-old player in the offseason to start at guard. Pagano shook up the offensive line by benching guards Todd Herremans and Lance Louis on Sunday against the Titans. Pagano moved Mewhort back to guard and inserted Hugh Thornton at the other guard spot and had Joe Reitz start at right tackle.

"We just felt like we needed a change," Pagano said. "We need to get a spark. I felt like we need to get some guys in there and give them an opportunity."

The Colts signed Herremans during the offseason because he has experience and they thought he could help stabilize the guard position. He instead added to the problems by struggling.

One last note here. ... Dwayne Allen (ankle) was held out of the Jets and Tennessee games. He was hurt in the season opening loss at Buffalo. Allen was not on the practice field Wednesday, but if his rehab continues to go well, he could be back in the Colts' offensive lineup this week against Jacksonville. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck, Bryan Bennett 
RB: Frank Gore, Josh Robinson, Tyler Varga 
WR: T.Y. Hilton, Andre Johnson, Donte Moncrief, Phillip Dorsett, Griff Whalen 
TE: Dwayne Allen, Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
According to Associated Press sports writer Mark Long, the latest and greatest blowout of head coach Gus Bradley's tenure was "disappointing" and created "some frustration."

"I told the team that's a good thing and shows they're invested," Bradley said Monday.

The 51-17 debacle at New England also seemingly negated all the progress Jacksonville made a week earlier by beating Miami. It was the most points the Jaguars have allowed in a game, tied the most lopsided loss in Bradley's three seasons and showed just how far the franchise has to go to really compete with the AFC heavyweights.

"We didn't go out there and play up to our capabilities and make plays when we had opportunities," Bradley said. "We got a little bit out of character, which can happen. But we have to protect against that. I think when you start doing that, you try to make plays and you do things that are uncharacteristic that you don't do normally. That's when the score can get like it (did).

"That's a lesson for our team, for everybody to learn. Stay true to the principles. Stay true throughout and let's see what takes place."

What took place Sunday was downright ugly for the Jaguars (1-2).

The defending Super Bowl champions scored on all nine possessions, picking apart Jacksonville's depleted secondary with short passes and abusing veteran linebacker Paul Posluszny in the middle of the field.

Tom Brady completed 33 of 42 passes for 358 yards, with two touchdowns. He was sacked twice, but even those negative plays did little to slow down the Patriots (3-0).

"It's disappointing," Bradley said. "They're an extremely good team. They're precise. They know what they're doing. They have guys that are making plays for them. They're a challenging opponent."

The Jaguars knew it was a tough task. After all, they have young players on both sides of the ball and were down a number of starters.

Bradley didn't want to use the injuries as an excuse, but he acknowledged the reality of the situation.

Left tackle Luke Joeckel, tight end Julius Thomas and running back Denard Robinson sat out, and receiver Marqise Lee (hamstring) joined them on the sideline.

Defensive end Andre Branch, defensive tackle Sen'Derrick Marks, cornerback Dwayne Gratz and safety Johnathan Cyprien also missed the game. Making matters worse, safeties Josh Evans (knee) Sergio Brown (calf) left the game and did not return.

Those injuries left Jacksonville having to move backup cornerback Peyton Thompson, who started the season on the practice squad, to safety and play rookie cornerback Nick Marshall, Auburn's starting quarterback the last two seasons, down the stretch.

If Bradley had a do-over, he said he would have been more aggressive by playing tighter coverage and blitzing Brady more often.

As it was, the Patriots ended up totaling 471 yards, making 35 first downs and converting 11 of 14 third-down tries.

"Every time we went out there for one of their drives, we had the mindset that we were going to shut them down right there," defensive end Jared Odrick said. "It was upsetting not being able to do so. I thought we'd be able to put a tourniquet on it, but we never did.

"It was mistake-free football on their behalf and taking advantage of our mistakes. Brady took full advantage of it."

According to ESPN Stats & Information, the Jaguars have the worst point differential of any NFL team since the beginning of the 2012 season. The Jaguars have been outscored by 596 points in those 51 games, the most in the league by a large margin. More than 100 points, actually.

Oakland, which beat Cleveland 27-20 on Sunday, has been outscored by 492 points. Tennessee, which lost to Indianapolis 35-33, is third on the list, having been outscored by 332 points.

Now, the Jaguars will try to regroup before playing at Indianapolis (1-2).

The winner stays atop the woeful AFC South, which gives the Jags something to focus on instead the latest lopsided loss.

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Mike DiRocco put it, the Blake Bortles we saw in Week 1 is the true Bortles, not the guy we saw last week against Miami.

Bortles threw for 80 yards and a touchdown in garbage time and only had success when the Patriots backed off and went into prevent mode. A throw to Marcedes Lewis that was intercepted was a terrible throw, outside and overthrown by several yards, and that's the kind of mistake that he shouldn't be making at this point in his career.

DiRocco added: "[Bortles] can't put an offense on his shoulders and he's not good against good teams. ..."

Meanwhile, as DiRocco suggested, "It's apparently all or nothing with wide receiver Allen Robinson. ..." One week after catching six passes for 155 yards and two touchdowns, the second-year player from Penn State managed just four catches for 68 yards against the Patriots, with most of that coming late in the fourth quarter and the Jaguars trailing 51-10. Robinson had one catch for 27 yards in the season opener.

Not many guys made plays on offense, but Allen Hurns made the biggest one when he hauled in a 59-yard touchdown pass from Bortles in the third quarter. Hurns got behind the corner and had an easy trot into the end zone after the safety missed him. Hurns finished with two catches for 70 yards.

Lee left in the second quarter with hamstring tightness and did not return. He was listed on Friday's injury report as probable with a hamstring injury but was downgraded to questionable Saturday with left knee soreness. Lee missed all of camp and the preseason with a hamstring injury and played only 22 snaps in his debut last week.

Lee said he wanted to go back into the game but the training staff held him out so he wouldn't further aggravate the hamstring and put his status for Sunday's game at Indianapolis in jeopardy. Lee was not on the practice field Wednesday. ...

T.J. Yeldon and Toby Gerhart combined for 43 yards on 14 carries against a Patriots defense that often shoved eight men into the box, daring the Jaguars to put the ball in the air. Jacksonville's game plan was to make use of a ground attack, something that the Patriots' defense had experienced difficulties with in stopping their first two opponents.

But the Jaguars could never break a back free as the offensive line was manhandled by the Patriots' defensive line.

As noted above, Bortles isn't good enough yet to be an effective passer without the threat of a running game to at least keep defenses honest. His inconsistency through three games has hurt the team and until the Jaguars can put together a strong running game, this offense is going to struggle. 
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QB: Blake Bortles, Chad Henne 
RB: T.J. Yeldon, Toby Gerhart, Bernard Pierce, Corey Grant, Denard Robinson 
WR: Allen Robinson, Allen Hurns, Marqise Lee, Rashad Greene, Bryan Walters 
TE: Marcedes Lewis, Clay Harbor, Nic Jacobs, Julius Thomas 
PK: Jason Myers 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
As Kansas City Star beat writer Terez A. Paylor reminded readers, the Chiefs spent a healthy amount of time this preseason speaking optimistically about their chances to contend this season.

Fans were hyped about the free-agent addition of Jeremy Maclin to boost a limp receiving corps, and there was a sense that the leaky run defense would be better with the return of veteran starters Mike DeVito and Derrick Johnson.

However, the Chiefs' performance on Monday night in a 38-28 loss to the Packers will do little to buoy that confidence.

The Chiefs, who trailed by as many as 24 points in the second half, despite the final score, looked a lot like the worst parts of last year's 9-7 team, with the addition of some horribly-timed (and just plain horrible) defensive penalties and minus the creative offensive play calls that actually worked.

"It looked like they outplayed us, it looked like they outcoached us, and I feel like (Green Bay) came out with a lot of energy -- we didn't come out with a lot of energy," running back Jamaal Charles said.

Afterward, Chiefs coach Andy Reid -- in a very Bill Belichickian news conference -- accepted responsibility for everything.

Reid didn't want to actually talk about the game during his postgame press conference, saying over and over that the loss was his responsibility whether the question was about Alex Smith's play or the fact that Reid didn't actually commit any of the penalties called against his team in the game.

"It was my fault," Reid said. "We are not disciplined enough. It is my responsibility to make sure they do things right."

Reid then took a page from Belichick's book to draw a curtain on blaming himself for everything under the sun.

The Chiefs will be facing the Bengals a week after their Monday night flop and Reid said that the team is "moving on to Cincinnati."

But while the Chiefs' loss to the Packers was ugly, it was certainly a team loss, and cannot be heaped at the feet of one man. Because, as Paylor pointed out, the entire nation got to see the following:

The run defense get gashed again and again, as Green Bay -- which rushed for 123 yards on 32 carries -- repeatedly lined up in three-wide personnel to take an interior linemen, a Chiefs strength, off the field and pound the ball against sub packages.

The Chiefs repeatedly give star quarterback Aaron Rodgers second chances to gouge them, as they committed drive-preserving third-down penalties on three separate Packer scoring marches (after forcing fourth downs on each) by halftime, when Green Bay held a commanding 24-7 lead.

The Chiefs' passing offense get completely vaporized in the first half, as Smith -- who ended up being sacked seven times in the game -- completed only two of seven passes for 37 yards by the break.

"They were bringing it, and they kept bringing it," Smith said. "Obviously, we couldn't make a play against it."

It's worth noting that Maclin, who was blanked in the first half but finished with a very respectable eight catches for 141 yards, finally did end the Chiefs' receiver touchdown drought with a 5-yard score late in the third quarter. The drought spanned 18 games and 638 days, dating back to quarterback Chase Daniel's touchdown throw to Dexter McCluster in Week 17 of the 2013 season.

"The one positive," Smith said.

But it must also be said that Maclin's touchdown catch, and his big 61-yard deep completion in the fourth quarter, came when the Chiefs were already trailing by a healthy 24 points, and the game was essentially over.

With the loss, the Chiefs, 1-2, missed a clear opportunity to demonstrate mental toughness by putting forth a respectable effort after their devastating 31-24 loss to the Denver Broncos on Sept. 17.

So yes, the chances of going 1-3 -- and getting behind the eight ball -- are very real. And if the Chiefs don't find a way to play better against the Bengals than they did on Monday night, all those optimistic words they spoke about contending this preseason will prove to be empty.

"We're sorry we didn't come out excited, given the high expectations people had for us tonight," Charles said. "We let a lot of people down. We let the fans down.

"We're going to be ready to play this week coming up -- we don't have a choice. ... Next week, we're going to come out very energized and ready to play."

Other notes of interest. ... Smith has not gotten off to the fast start that he was looking for in the 2015 season. After the Chiefs loss to Green Bay, for the season Smith has completed 63.3 percent of his passes (62 of 98) for an average of 7.4 yards per attempt at 724 total passing yards.

He has four touchdown throws, but also three interceptions.

Last year in 15 games, he had six interceptions. His 86.4 passer rating is much lower than his numbers for the last four seasons in San Francisco and Kansas City.

According to the Sports Xchange, Charles' three rushing touchdown effort was first of his NFL career. The last time Charles scored three touchdowns in a game was the September 2014 Monday night game against New England when he had one rushing and two receiving scores. It was the first time a Chiefs running back scored three rushing touchdowns since December 2006 when Larry Johnson found the end zone three times. ...

Knile Davis (ankle) suffered a sprain in the first half, but was looked at in the locker room and eventually he returned to the field. Davis ended up returning three kickoffs for an average of 31.7 yards a return, but did not touch the ball on offense.

And finally. ... The Chiefs placed starting cornerback Phillip Gaines on injured reserve after he suffered a torn ACL in Green Bay.

Fortunately, cornerback Sean Smith is returning from his three-game suspension for violating the league's substance abuse policy after a plea deal in a DUI case.

He'll pair with first-rounder Marcus Peters upon his return, and hopefully lend some stability there. 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Aaron Murray 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Knile Davis, Charcandrick West 
FB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Jeremy Maclin, Albert Wilson, Jason Avant, De'Anthony Thomas, Chris Conley, Frankie Hammond 
TE: Travis Kelce, Demetrius Harris, James O'Shaughnessy, Brian Parker 
PK: Cairo Santos 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
According to Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine, Joe Philbin arrived at work at 5:30 a.m. Monday with a long to-do list.

"I didn't get a whole lot of sleep," he said.

No wonder. Three games into the Dolphins' season, it seems to be slipping away. Philbin started the year with little job security, and in the wake of Sunday's 41-14 loss to Buffalo, there's speculation regarding whether he'll make it beyond Week 4.

As Wine went on to explain, the Dolphins have looked lackluster in all three games while playing progressively worse and sinking to last place in the AFC East. Now they face a long flight Thursday to London for Sunday's game against the division rival Jets, needing a rapid rebound to reverse the direction of a season that held high hopes when September began.

Philbin said everything will be evaluated, including possible lineup tweaks, and he found nothing good about his team's latest performance.

But in keeping with the even-keel coach's nature, dramatic changes are unlikely.

"This is not a time to panic," he said. "We're not getting 53 new players. We're not getting 24 new coaches. We're either going to find solutions to these problems or not, and we're either going to stick together or not."

The search for solutions starts with the defense, which collapsed at end of 2014 and still looks awful even after the addition of $114 million tackle Ndamukong Suh.

The opposing quarterback rating is 101.8, and the passers have been an undistinguished trio -- Kirk Cousins, Blake Bortles and Tyrod Taylor. Suh and the rest of the heralded defensive front has one sack all season.

Embattled defensive coordinator Kevin Coyle took responsibility for his unit's showing so far.

"I'm disappointed, but I'm mostly disappointed in myself," he said. "I've got to do a better job getting guys in the right spots."

Philbin resisted calls to fire Coyle after last season, and is doing so again.

"I believe in the coaching staff," Philbin said. "I think they're the men that can come up with the solutions to the problems."

The dismal start has tested owner Stephen Ross' faith in the coaching staff. The Dolphins' bye follows the Jets game, which will give Ross more time to mull over a potential change.

But according to the Sports Xchange, there's no indication yet that Ross, who extended Philbin's contract one year through 2016 in December, is ready to make a change.

Indeed, the Dolphins could win this week's game in London, climb to 2-2 heading into the bye week and have hope for earning their first playoff berth since 2008.

But reality says that will be difficult.

And it's not just the defense.

The offensive line, which was missing left tackle Branden Albert (hamstring), allowed two sacks and lots of pressure.

Quarterback Ryan Tannehill threw three interceptions and no touchdowns, and had a miserable 59.7 passer rating. He even had a pick-six.

The Dolphins' pedestrian ground game ranks 27th in the NFL at 72.7 yards per game. Buffalo allowed the Dolphins 102 yards rushing on Sunday, but the Bills held them to 19 rushing yards in the first half, when Buffalo jumped out to a 27-0 lead.

Nothing seems to work for the Dolphins' rushing attack this season, and it has many wondering about the game plan.

"The plan was to just keep the ball moving, get positive yards, not get negative plays," running back Lamar Miller said. "We just started off slow on the offensive side of the ball."

Special teams, while having a 69-yard punt return touchdown by Jarvis Landry, has a missed field goal, missed extra point and a running into the punter penalty that extended a drive that led to a touchdown.

Philbin, now 24-27 in three-plus seasons, said the Dolphins were "outplayed and outcoached" by the Bills.

But despite the disastrous start to the season, his message is there's still time to turn things around.

"We put a plan together in place that we think has a chance to be successful. We gotta go execute it."

We'll see. ... Amid all the struggles and bad football, Miami actually has a feel-good story in Rishard Matthews.

Once unhappy, Matthews wanted a trade in the offseason. The Dolphins refused, and Matthews worked hard in training camp and took advantage of receiver injuries to earn a starting job. Matthews had six receptions for 113 yards and two touchdowns against Sunday as one of Miami's few bright spots. He has three receiving touchdowns this season. ...

With DeVante Parker getting more playing time, will the rookie move ahead of Matthews soon?

"There's no doubt that he's taking a step forward in each game, his ability level has definitely started to show up on the field," offensive coordinator Bill Lazor said. "The way he runs his routes is improving. The guy is getting better every single day and I expect nothing but more play, more production, and it's just going to keep getting better. The guy really is talented and he's working hard to catch-up, but let's face it, he's missed a lot of time and he's catching up fast. ..."

Tight end Jordan Cameron, who played on a tender groin last week, was limited in Wednesday's practice. ...

Jonas Gray was eager for his first opportunity to show what he could do for the Dolphins. He was activated last week and rushed for a team-high 49 yards on nine carries. Gray's 5.4-yard average most likely earned him more playing time in future games and a stay on the 53-man roster. Miami needs depth behind starter Miller. ...

Andrew Franks missed an extra point against Buffalo, meaning in three games he has missed a 42-yard field-goal attempt and an extra point. Franks, a rookie, is doing well on kickoffs, but if he can't get the easy points he might cost the struggling Dolphins a victory. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore 
RB: Lamar Miller, Jonas Gray, Damien Williams, Jay Ajayi 
WR: Jarvis Landry, Rishard Matthews, DeVante Parker, Kenny Stills, Greg Jennings, Matt Hazel 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Dion Sims, Jake Stoneburner 
PK: Andrew Franks 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
Tuesday was supposed to be a day off for Vikings players last week. It wasn't for Adrian Peterson.

According to St. Paul Pioneer Press staffer Chris Tomasson, the veteran running back wasn't happy with the way he played in his first two games after missing the final 15 last season. So he showed up at team headquarters to do some running.

"He just ran 18 100s (yard sprints)," said quarterback Teddy Bridgewater. "He was in there running those gassers and he told himself he wants to be in top shape."

It showed Sunday. Peterson rushed for 126 yards on 20 carries and scored two touchdowns in Minnesota's 31-14 victory over San Diego at TCF Bank Stadium.

The touchdowns moved him into a tie for second place in team history. He and Randy Moss each have 93 touchdowns. Cris Carter has 110.

Tomasson went on to remind readers that Peterson's first game back was a disaster; he finished with 31 yards on 10 carries in a 20-3 loss at San Francisco. Though he had 134 yards on 29 carries in the second game against Detroit, Peterson didn't like how he looked, and offensive coordinator Norv Turner thought his three fumbles (one nullified by a penalty) might have been a result of fatigue.

"My legs felt lighter, and just the preparation throughout the week helped with that. But I felt good," Peterson said. "The body felt good. My mind was in a great place, and, yeah, I think I'm back."

The Vikings mostly controlled the game on the ground. Peterson scored on runs of 2 yards in the second quarter and 43 in the third.

Peterson looked more fluid than in his previous two games, and he didn't fumble. When he scored on the 2-yard run for a 10-0 lead, it was his first touchdown since Nov. 24, 2013 at Green Bay.

"It felt good to finally get in the end zone and knock the rust off," Peterson said.

Peterson's second touchdown conjured up memories of his NFL-record 296-yard rushing game against San Diego in 2007, the last time the Chargers played in Minnesota. Peterson had touchdown runs of 64 and 46 yards that day.

Peterson, who said he was uncomfortable earlier in the season running out of the shotgun, mostly took handoffs when Bridgewater was under center. Coach Mike Zimmer declined to elaborate on the play-calling.

"They were blitzing the heck out of us, trying to stop the run," Zimmer said. "But eventually, if you're doing that the whole time, usually things catch up to you. And he made a great run, a couple great runs."

Zimmer hasn't had much to complain about lately. Since the opening loss at San Francisco, the Vikings have outscored Detroit and San Diego 57-30 in back-to-back victories.

The run defense, which held Detroit to 38 yards, again was impressive, holding the Chargers to 90 yards on 28 carries. And the Vikings were all over Philip Rivers, who completed 21 of 34 passes for 246 yards and a touchdown before being benched in the fourth quarter in favor of Kellen Clemens.

But mostly, the Vikings did exactly what fantasy owners want: They gave the ball to Peterson.

Expect that to continue. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Vikings didn't need Bridgewater to win the game on Sunday, which was good, because Bridgewater didn't look up to it. He missed a few chances for big plays, and his end zone interception was underthrown, giving receiver Charles Johnson little chance to make a play on the ball.

He completed 13 passes for 121 yards, an interception and a 50.9 passer rating. ...

According to the Sports Xchange, Turner joked in practice last week that fullback Zach Line was on his fantasy team. Or maybe he wasn't joking.

For the second straight week, Line had one carry for one yard and one touchdown. His totals for the season: two carries for two yards and two touchdowns.

Asked if he was becoming a fantasy riser, Line shook his head.

"I think I'm the fantasy vulture," he said. "I think everybody has Adrian and I get a touchdown here and there."

Speaking of fantasy football, tight end Kyle Rudolph dropped what should have been a 24-yard touchdown reception in the end zone in the first quarter. On the next play, Bridgewater threw again into the end zone. Only this time the ball was intercepted.

"I was in between jumping up and going over the defender and catching it, or letting it come down," Rudolph said. "I let it come down and it went between my hands and my stomach. I misjudged it. Unfortunately, we didn't have many opportunities in the pass game after that. When something like that happens, it eats at you for a long time."

Rudolph caught only two passes for 14 yards but was happy to play a big role in the team rushing for 163 yards and three touchdowns.

"When you have [Adrian Peterson] in the backfield, that's your identity," Rudolph said. "When it's working, you don't stop."

Johnson (hip injury) was knocked out of the game in the first quarter and didn't return. Zimmer was hopeful that Johnson would be able to play on Sunday but the wideout was not on the practice field Wednesday.

Adam Thielen saw extended playing time because of Johnson's injury. Thielen was targeted four times, catching two passes for 16 yards. Cordarrelle Patterson, a starter a year ago at this time, clearly is the No. 5 receiver. He played some because of Johnson's injury, but wasn't targeted and had one carry for nine yards. 
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One last item here. ... NFL Network's Ian Rapoport reports that Jairus Wright is expected to miss a game or two with an injured hand. I'll have more on Wright and Johnson when Late-Breaking Updates commence early Thursday. 
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QB: Teddy Bridgewater, Shaun Hill, Taylor Heinicke 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Jerick McKinnon, Matt Asiata 
FB: Zach Line 
WR: Mike Wallace, Charles Johnson, Adam Thielen, Cordarrelle Patterson, Stefon Diggs, Jarius Wright 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, Rhett Ellison, MyCole Pruitt, Chase Ford 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith put it, "The Patriots love to run up the score. ..."

What more could fantasy owners ask for?

New England hung 51 points on Jacksonville Sunday, and head coach Bill Belichick left Tom Brady in the game, throwing passes, deep into the fourth quarter. Smith went on to suggest it's odd that Belichick is willing to risk an injury to Brady like that, but that's the way Belichick has done it for years: Since 2007, the Patriots have scored more than 50 points in a game eight times, by far the most of any team in the league.

The Patriots head into their bye looking like the best team in the NFL right now.

And Brady is playing at a level where he's in the conversation with the league's best signal callers right now. Teammates would take that a step further.

"It's crazy to be playing with the best quarterback to play the game," LeGarrette Blount said. "And he's not done."

Not done?

ESPN.com's Mike Reiss points out that Brady, it seems, is just getting started in what has the early look of a 2007-style Patriots vengeance tour. That was the season, post-Spygate, when Brady played late into games and the Patriots weren't content to just beat opponents. They wanted to pummel them.

One of the players on that team, safety Rodney Harrison, said last week that he saw a "special look" in Brady's eyes that reminded him of past Super Bowl seasons. Harrison believes Brady is "out for vengeance" this year.

On Sunday, Brady became just the fourth quarterback in NFL history to reach 400 career touchdowns. He finished 33-of-42 for 358 yards, with two touchdowns and no interceptions. In a shades-of-2007 decision, he stayed on the field for a 17-play, fourth-quarter touchdown drive that lasted 9 minutes, 47 seconds and put the Patriots ahead 51-10.

Brady is now 96-of-133 for 1,112 yards, with nine touchdowns and no interceptions this season, which ties Peyton Manning (2010) and Don Meredith (1966) for the second-most touchdown passes without an interception in the first three games of an NFL season.

This all means it's not a stretch to say that at age 38, Brady has never been better -- not that he's about to confirm it.

"You know, I'm just happy we're 3-0, so thank you," he said.

With that, Brady walked away from the interview podium after about four minutes Sunday and left his teammates to do most of the talking. They were happy to do so.

"The fact he's won four Super Bowls and has been to six, the fashion he wins them in, the MVPs and the kind of season he's having right now is kind of piling on top of that legacy," said Blount, one of the team's top performers Sunday, with three second-half touchdowns. "He's only been on one team, and his team is consistently one of the best teams to play every season, and he's one of the main reasons why."

Blount relayed that a part of Brady's greatness is what he does to those around him.

"He's fearless, a competitor. He goes out there and does his thing, firing everyone up, making sure they're ready to play, and he gives them a lot of confidence," he said. "He tells everyone, ‘Just make sure you don't ever take your foot off the gas. Keep going.' That's the mentality he has, and it's contagious."

Receiver Julian Edelman is one of Brady's closest friends, and he called his effort Sunday "par for the course." The bar has been set that high.

"He works his tail off, and everything he does, you understand why," he said. "It's great seeing him lead our team."

According to Reiss, what stood out Sunday was Brady's work in the middle of the field; he completed 24 of 25 passes between the numbers. That's the best completion percentage on such throws by any quarterback in the past 10 seasons (minimum 20 attempts), which covers 1,321 quarterback games entering Sunday.

After Brady connected with receiver Danny Amendola on a 1-yard score late in the second quarter, the crowd began chanting "Brad-y! Brad-y! Brad-y!" Afterward, he acknowledged the support, which also came from the owner's box.

"Tom, as I've said before, is the greatest quarterback of all time," team president Jonathan Kraft said during his pregame radio show on 98.5 The Sports Hub.

Kraft then described Brady's unique ability to decipher a defense before the snap.

"When you look at what he's done so far this season, for a guy at 38 years old who has accomplished all he's done, to clearly be still so driven and so motivated, you add that to his intellectual abilities on the field and then his historical legacy of performance, those all combined are why he's the greatest quarterback of all time," he said. "And I don't even think it's a discussion."

Meanwhile, New England hits the early Week 4 bye with plenty of offensive momentum and yet with a coach like Belichick, it's clear there will be no resting on any early-season success during the week off.

"It's nice to be 3-0, but I mean big deal," Belichick scoffed. "Three wins is not going to get you anything in this league. Probably just get a lot of coaches fired. And then the players will go right behind them. It's not a big deal. We have a lot of work to do. We have a long way to go. I don't think we're doing a good enough job coaching or playing really in any area. We need to execute better. We need to be sharper on a lot of things. I think we're improving. I think we're making some progress but we need to move faster and just do everything better. We'll work hard on that. I'm sure we'll be saying the same thing in a couple weeks because there is still going to be a lot of football left. We need to keep getting better all the time.

"It's pretty clear cut. We have 13 regular season games left. Three wins in this league isn't going to get your anything."

In a semi-related note. ... A federal appeals court has granted a request by the NFL and NFL Players Association to expedite a hearing on the league's appeal of a lower court ruling that struck down the suspension of Brady. The move virtually guarantees Brady will play the entire regular season and postseason without the threat of being suspended for his role in Deflategate.

The NFL's wild-card playoffs begin Jan. 9, 2016. The AFC and NFC Championship Games are set for Jan. 24. The Super Bowl is scheduled for Feb. 7.

The decision, filed Tuesday, ordered the NFL to file its opening brief by Oct. 26. Brady's attorneys and the NFLPA need to answer by Dec. 7. The NFL, which gets the last word in its appeal, has until Dec. 21 to reply.

The appeal then will be heard as early as the week of Feb. 1, 2016. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Blount liked the comparison. At 6-foot and 250 pounds, he is the Patriots' replica of former Buccaneers running back Mike Alstott (6-1, 247). He's a power runner. Then there's his running back mate, 5-8, 195-pound Dion Lewis, who is much like former Buccaneers running back Warrick Dunn (5-9, 187). They are more about explosion and elusiveness.

The Alstott-Dunn combination was together from 1997-2001 and was once referred to as "Thunder and Lightning" in Tampa.

If Blount and Lewis replicate what they did in Sunday's 51-17 victory over the Jaguars, a nickname for them won't be far behind.

"I love the Warrick Dunn/Mike Alstott comparison. They were two of the best that ever had that kind of running style, with the big back and the other back," Blount said. "Me and Dion kind of do our own thing and we complement each other really well. He does his things really well and I do my things really well, and that's the perfect combination. You can't beat it."

The way the Patriots split the workload between Blount and Lewis was notable Sunday.

The Patriots loosened up the Jaguars by primarily using Lewis in the first half, playing him on 28 of 36 offensive snaps. Blount wasn't much of a factor in the first half, on for just eight snaps, as the initial plan called for more spread passing formations and a sprinkling of runs from Lewis that included a dynamic 6-yard stop-and-start touchdown.

The Patriots took a 20-3 lead into halftime and then called on Blount as the closer. He played 21 snaps in the second half, compared to just seven for Lewis, powering in for three touchdowns and making plenty of fantasy football owners happy in the process.

By the end of the day, Lewis led all Patriots running backs with 35 snaps played. He finished with eight rushes for 37 yards and one touchdown, to go along with five catches for 30 yards.

Blount wasn't far behind, totaling 29 snaps and 18 carries for 78 yards and three touchdowns, while adding one reception for 14 yards.

"It's working," Blount said of the 1-2 combination. "We're 3-0."

Worth noting: Lewis has 30 carries for 146 yards and two touchdowns, while adding 15 catches for 179 yards. The result of that production is that Lewis, who probably wasn't part of many initial fantasy-football drafts, has become a hot commodity on the fantasy circuit.

To this point, he has played 154 of 228 offensive snaps, which reflects how he's been such a big part of the team's plans. ...

On Tuesday, the Patriots released RB Travaris Cadet.

In a semi-related note. ... Profootballtalk.com reports the Patriots recently worked out former Broncos running back Montee Ball.

One last note here. ... Stephen Gostkowski passed Matt Stover (422) for the most consecutive PATs, as the New England All-Pro hit all six of his attempts to give him 425 straight successes. 
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The Patriots are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
Drew Brees missed the first meaningful game of his New Orleans tenure on Sunday with a shoulder injury, but following the Saints' 27-22 loss to the Carolina Panthers, the quarterback believes he will be able to play next weekend.

"I don't know my situation this week. I'm day to day. I plan to and expect to start on Sunday but if I don't we're in good hands with Luke (McCown)," Brees told Cox Sports Television.

It's a similar refrain we heard to start last week, before the quarterback was ruled out on Friday.

NFL Network's Ian Rapoport reported Sunday that Brees is a "long shot" to play in Week 4 after suffering a rotator cuff injury.

Brees said after the game that his ability to play is not about pain, but "functionality."

"It's what I can do with my arm. It's not about pain. It's about strength, it's about mobility, it's about functionality," he said. "Can I make the throws that I'm required to make within this offense for us to be successful? If I am, I play. If not, then Luke plays."

Head coach Sean Payton said he is "optimistic" that Brees will be able to return against the Cowboys. But it's a decision that will be made later in the week.

"The one thing that's certain is the day-to-day progress that he's made," Payton said. "So I would say optimistic, and we'll just pay attention to his symptoms and his strength.

"I don't know that there's more clarity [than last week]. The thing that's positive is the progress daily."

According to ESPN's Ed Werder, Brees had a successful throwing session on Tuesday and Payton told reporters on Wednesday morning that the veteran signal caller will continue to throw daily this week in an effort to strengthen his shoulder.

After suffering the injury in Week 2, Brees could not push the ball down the field, condensing the Saints' playbook. If his arm remains in a state in which he can't make the necessary throws, he'll remain on the sideline.

Payton said the team didn't even know as of last Wednesday or Thursday whether Brees would be able to play. But once the decision became clear on Friday morning, Payton said he decided to announce it early to eliminate any possible distraction for the team.

"It was also a chance for our players to: 'Hey, here we go. This is gonna be [Luke McCown's] opportunity to play well for us,'" Payton said. "And we just felt like it was the smart thing to do at the end of the week."

McCown performed well replacing Brees on Sunday. The veteran backup used a plethora of short passes to dice up the Panthers' defense. At one point in the fourth quarter McCown had an 89.7 percent completion percentage -- he finished slightly above 81 percent. The Saints lost because their defense is terrible, not because McCown was on the field.

While Brees might plan to start, at 0-3 New Orleans won't push the envelope with their franchise quarterback -- even if NBC executives aren't happy about a potential McCown-Brandon Weeden showdown on Sunday Night Football.

I'll obviously be following Brees' progress closely in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

In a related note. ... ESPN.com's Field Yates reports the Saints created $2.6 million in cap space by turning $5.2 million of Brees' base salary into a signing bonus. That makes his cap hit for 2016 $30 million. That will make it essential the two sides agree to an extension if Brees is a Saint next season. ...

Other notes of interest. ...C.J. Spiller was supposed to be an X-factor in the Saints' offense this season. It hasn't happened yet.

Spiller had just one carry and two receptions in Sunday's loss to the Panthers. He never even saw the ball in the game's middle two quarters.

A knee scope cost Spiller time earlier this month, but he was not limited by the knee on Sunday. Instead, it was the game plan that rendered Spiller a spectator.

"I got to get him more opportunities," Payton acknowledged, according to the New Orleans Times-Picayune. "He's healthy, and shoot, he needs more than anybody to stay actively warm as opposed to one play every 12 or 14 plays."

Spiller played 17 snaps against the Panthers, up from seven snaps in his season debut in Week 2. He missed the opener while recovering from the knee procedure.

"The first half flew by, so our snap totals were a little lower than normal," Payton said. "I got to keep finding opportunities for his touches."

As NFL.com's Dan Hanzus put it. "At 0-3 and with Brees a question mark, the Saints are in desperation mode. Spiller has the type of playmaking ability this offense needs, and his skill-set is ideally suited to the type of offense Payton likes to run.

"So, yeah, give him the ball. ..."

For the third consecutive game, the Saints had trouble running the ball with any consistency.

They finished with 70 yards, but needed 24 attempts to do it. That produced an average of just 2.9 yards per rush with a long gain of nine yards by Mark Ingram which is just five yards shy of the season-long run of 14 yards by Khiry Robinson in a Week 2 game with Tampa Bay.

Ingram had 50 yards on 14 carries with a 5-yard scoring run that gave the Saints a 10-0 lead on the Panthers in the second quarter, but they couldn't build on that and had just 24 yards on 11 second-half attempts. ....

According to ESPN.com's Mike Triplett, the Saints doomed themselves with bad hands on several occasions. McCown dropped the snap on a missed extra point in the third quarter, which ultimately forced New Orleans to go for a touchdown instead of a field goal late in the game.

Tight end Benjamin Watson lost a fumble in the third quarter after the Saints had crossed midfield. And receivers Willie Snead and Marques Colston each dropped passes during the futile fourth-quarter rally. 
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QB: Luke McCown, Ryan Griffin, Garrett Grayson, Drew Brees 
RB: Mark Ingram, C.J. Spiller, Khiry Robinson, Marcus Murphy 
FB: Austin Johnson 
WR: Brandin Cooks, Marques Colston, Brandon Coleman, Willie Snead 
TE: Ben Watson, Josh Hill 
PK: Zach Hocker 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
Almost a year after playing in his last game, wide receiver Victor Cruz was hoping to practice Wednesday and play for the first time in almost a year when the Giants are in Buffalo on Sunday.

As Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan noted, it's been a long road back for Cruz. He ruptured his right patella tendon on Oct. 12 in a game against the Eagles and missed the final 10 games of last season. He had targeted the season opener against Dallas for his return from a second straight knee injury, but a calf injury in training camp forced him to miss the first three games this season.

Cruz appeared ready to join a receiving corps led by Odell Beckham. All he had to do was get through practice this week without aggravating the calf.

That didn't happen.

Wednesday's practice did not go well for the wideout. Head coach Tom Coughlin announced after the session came to an end that the team had to pull Cruz out after he had problems with the calf during the individual portion of workouts.

"Victor came out and tried to do individuals," Coughlin said, via Ralph Vacchiano of the New York Daily News. "He felt the calf again and that's all he did."

Coughlin said before practice that the team would be easing Cruz back into the mix this week and that they'd "gradually" increase his workload with designs on getting him back in the lineup against the Bills.

That's going to be hard to pull off based on how Wednesday's practice unfolded and the Giants may have to try to do the whole thing over again next week before Cruz will actually be able to make his first appearance of the 2015 season.

Coughlin had previously said Cruz has to get through practice healthy before he gets back in the lineup.

And what happens when he does get past the calf issue?

According to ESPN.com's Dan Graziano, Cruz has "no pain" in the knee and said he doesn't think he has any psychological hurdles to clear when he steps on the field for the first time since last October. Cruz said that hurdle was cleared when he started running routes in practice in the summer and felt like his old self.

But while Cruz is confident, Graziano reminded readers there remain questions about whether he can be his old, explosive, playmaking self in his return from such a serious knee injury. The Giants have said all along that they believe he can, but until he shows an ability to consistently drive and leap and cut on that knee -- to engage it in the naturally violent actions the NFL game imposes upon it -- we are all left to wonder.

Stay tuned. I'll continue to follow up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Worth noting: The Giants have missed their slot receiver, whom they've tried to replace with Preston Parker, an experiment that didn't end very well for wither side as Parker is no longer with the team.

In addition to Parker, the Giants have lined up Dwayne Harris, Beckham, Geremy Davis and Rueben Randle in the slot, a group that has caught 13 of 20 pass targets for 130 yards and no touchdowns.

But Manning did get some help from Randle, whose seven catches for 116 yards led the team last week. The cherry on top of the cake was that Manning connected on all three of his deep pass attempts going for 20 or more yards, something that no doubt made Coughlin, who has been calling for more shots down the field, smile.

Meanwhile, the running game continues to struggle.

Last week, the Giants finished with 84 yards on 31 carries, a paltry 2.7 yards per carry average. Andre Williams had the lone rushing touchdown and the longest run, an 11-yard gain, of the night, but starter Rashad Jennings continues to struggle while Shane Vereen continues not to get enough touches despite having the best per carry average (3.9) of the group.

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, TE Jerome Cunningham (knee) did not participate in the team's Monday walk-through. Cunningham, who was a healthy scratch in Week 1, was injured in the Giants' Week 2 loss to the Falcons and was inactive for their Week 3 game against Washington.

RB Orleans Darkwa (knee) did not participate in the team's Monday walk-through. Darkwa said his injury was a bruise and that he anticipated that he would be ready to work on at least a limited basis when the team starts its prep work for the Bills on Wednesday.

And finally. ... The Giants hosted some free-agent pass catchers on Tuesday. Former Patriots and Broncos star Wes Welker, and former Giants standout Hakeem Nicks were both on hand to work out for the team, a source familiar with the situation told NFL.com. Former Redskins H-back and tight end Chris Cooley was also there.

No signings appear to be imminent. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Rashad Jennings, Shane Vereen, Andre Williams, Orleans Darkwa 
FB: Nikita Whitlock 
WR: Odell Beckham, Rueben Randle, Dwayne Harris, Geremy Davis, Victor Cruz 
TE: Larry Donnell, Daniel Fells, Jerome Cunningham 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
According to ESPN.com's Rich Cimini, in preparation for their trip to London, where they face the Miami Dolphins at 9:30 a.m. ET Sunday, the Jets will spend the next few days adjusting their body clocks for the five-hour time change.

On Monday, a sleep therapist spoke to the players, offering a variety of tips -- getting extra sleep over the next few days, cutting down on caffeine, etc.

The Jets will have full practice days Wednesday and Thursday, leaving for London on Thursday evening. On Friday, they will have a light practice in London.

In the spring, head coach Todd Bowles researched travel tips and logistics, speaking to St. Louis Rams coach Jeff Fisher, among others.

"It's not like going to an away game, because the time change is such a difference for you," Bowles said. "You have to prepare for these things a lot in the spring. No matter how you prepare for them, the sleeping and the sleep you get and the time you play is going to be a little different. I don't think anybody is going to adjust full time. You get as much knowledge as you can. You get all the practice time in that you can to make sure they know what they're doing and you move on."

Players are creatures of habit -- coaches, too -- so this has to be considered an inconvenience. No one, of course, articulated that. Both teams are dealing with the same issues, so it's not like there's an advantage. The Dolphins played last season in London, so they've been there, done that. Maybe familiarity is an edge. Who really knows?

The last time the Jets went overseas was 2003 -- a preseason game in Tokyo against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. In 2009, they played a regular-season game in Toronto, defeating the Buffalo Bills. But this will be their first time across the pond in a game that matters. ...

Meanwhile, the running game crashed last Sunday, and as Cimini noted, one of the eyewitnesses was Chris Ivory.

The Jets' leading rusher was active for the 24-17 loss to the Philadelphia Eagles, but he spent the entire afternoon on the sideline. He never got into the game, not a single play, a curious decision by Bowles -- one that probably had fantasy football owners screaming at their televisions.

Ivory, who missed two days of practice with a strained quadriceps, said he could've played. After pre-game warmups, he was deemed well enough to dress as the No. 3 running back, but not well enough to play.

"Early on, I didn't feel like I'd be well enough to be productive, but the more I got going and the warmer I got, I felt good," Ivory said. "I felt really good. But the decision was made. I was happy with it. I was happy with it [because] I don't want something lingering around most of the year. I was able to sit back and be the emergency back and get ready for next week."

The Jets missed him -- badly.

With no power back to operate their power scheme, the Jets' backs -- Bilal Powell and Zac Stacy -- were held to 33 yards on 10 carries. They had to abandon the running game after falling behind, 24-0, but that was no excuse for the lack of efficiency. The offensive line struggled against the Eagles' stout run defense, and there were very few yards after contact, Ivory's specialty.

"He warmed up and he could he could play," Bowles said of Ivory. "He missed a lot of practice time during the week. We thought it would be better to go with the two other guys to make sure he was full speed next week."

The decision was a little unusual. Most coaches live in a one-week-at-a-time world, worrying about next week next week. The Jets think highly of Powell and they traded a seventh-round pick for Stacy -- two veteran backs -- but they provided no juice against the Eagles.

"They loaded the box," Ivory said, "and we didn't have an answer for it."

As Cimini summed up: "The answer was on the sideline. ..."

Looking for positives?

Down two wide receivers, the Jets turned to old friend Jeremy Kerley, who made it feel like old times.

After playing only one offensive snap in each of the first two games, Kerley played 71 of 79 snaps and caught six passes (including a touchdown), albeit it for only a 33-yard day. The Jets dressed only four receivers against the Eagles, including rookie Devin Smith, so they really had no choice but to remove Kerley from moth balls.

Was this a one-day reprieve or the start of something new? It's probably the former, but that depends on Eric Decker (sprained knee) and Chris Owusu (knee scope). We know Owusu won't play Sunday against the Dolphins; Decker's status is up in the air. If he returns this week, it probably will mean a return to the bench for Kerley.

Kerley believes the team would be missing out if he goes back to the bottom of the depth chart.

"I feel like I am a quarterback's best friend," he said. "I don't know, that's how I feel. I just feel like I move differently than everybody else out on the field.

The problem is, offensive coordinator Chan Gailey prefers big receivers with versatility. Kerley is a smaller receiver who plays almost exclusively in the slot, Decker's new domain. The Jets will have a tough decision to make when Decker and Owusu are healthy. They probably want to keep Smith involved -- he's the prized draft pick -- but they're unlikely to dress six receivers for a game. Kerley is the only punt returner, so that creates roster-management issues.

Speaking of Smith, he played a lot more in his debut than anyone expected -- 64 snaps. It wasn't an eye-popping day, as he caught only three for 39 yards (nine targets) and he contributed to an interception by not fighting for a 50-50 ball in the end zone. ...

For the record. ... Ivory worked on a limited basis Wednesday; Decker was held out. More on both in coming days via Late-Breaking Update. ...

In a related note. ... Ryan Fitzpatrick threw three second-half interceptions, all of them occurring in field-goal range. The third pick wasn't his fault. He was sacked only once, but he was bothered by the rush. His pocket presence wasn't as sharp as it was in the first two games, probably contributing to four balls tipped at the line of scrimmage.

He was 0-for-7 on passes that traveled at least 20 yards in the air, underscoring an ongoing theme: The Jets have no long-ball attack.

Other notes of interest. ... Brandon Marshall had another big game, collecting 10 catches for 109 yards and a touchdown. Marshall is on pace to set franchise records with 124 catches and 1,456 yards. No Jets receiver has ever caught 100 passes in a season while only one wideout -- Hall of Famer Don Maynard -- has surpassed 1,400 yards in a season.

But Marshall also provided reminders of how he has worn out his welcome in three different cities thus far. In the first quarter, Marshall managed to fumble the ball backwards while being tackled following a short completion. The ball bounced out of bounds for an eight-yard loss.

In the fourth quarter, one of the Jets' last hopes was extinguished when Eagles linebacker Jordan Hicks out-hustled Marshall for an interception at the Philadelphia 32-yard-line.

Those plays paled in comparison, though, to the all-time head-scratcher authored by Marshall in the second quarter, when he tried to lateral to tight end Jeff Cumberland following a 15-yard gain. The ball never even got to Cumberland: First it bounced off linebacker Connor Barwin before it fell to the ground, where Hicks scooped it up. The Eagles scored seven plays later to extend their lead to 24-0.

At halftime, Marshall told Fox Sports sideline reporter Pam Oliver that his play was "...the worst play in NFL history." He didn't back down from that assessment after the game.

A sprained MCL will keep Jets starting guard Willie Colon out for at least a week, Bowles told reporters Monday. Brian Winters will start in his absence, Bowles said.

Cumberland left Sunday's game with a concussion. Bowles said he's in the NFL's concussion protocol

Bowles said the Jets would likely add a tight end if Cumberland is unable to play this Sunday against the Miami Dolphins in London. Cumberland's backup is Kellen Davis, a blocking specialist who hasn't caught a pass since 2013. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Bryce Petty, Geno Smith 
RB: Chris Ivory, Bilal Powell, Zac Stacy, Stevan Ridley 
RB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Quincy Enunwa, Devin Smith, Jeremy Kerley, Eric Decker, Chris Owusu 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Kellen Davis 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
As ESPN.com's Bill Williamson reminded readers, "When the Raiders selected wide receiver Amari Cooper with the No.4 overall pick in the draft, this is what they imagined from their young core of skill-position players.

"Statistical euphoria."

Oakland couldn't have known it would develop this quickly. In the third week of their first season together, quarterback Derek Carr, running back Latavius Murray and Cooper completed the statistical hat trick in Oakland's 27-20 victory at Cleveland on Sunday.

Carr threw for 315 yards, Murray ran for 139 yards and Cooper had 134 receiving yards as Oakland's suddenly dangerous offense racked up 469 yards of total offense.

The last time Oakland had a 300-yard passer, a 100-yard rusher and a 100-reciver was five years ago when Jason Campbell, Darren McFadden and Darrius Heyward-Bey accomplished it.

Sunday's performance by the trio begs this question: How often can they do this? Murray is 25 years old, Carr 24 and Cooper 21. This group has the potential to be special.

"They are just all tremendous players," first-year offensive coordinator Bill Musgrave said after the win Sunday. "They are very talented and they are all very young."

Sunday's growth came from Murray. His 26 carries doubled his total carry output from the first two weeks. Oakland coach Jack Del Rio said it was important to get the ground game going. Because of they were playing from behind, the Raiders threw more than they ran in the first two games.

Sunday, Oakland had balance and its three young stars flourished.

As Williamson suggested, Cooper looks like an early runaway leader for the NFL Offensive Rookie of the Year. He had 103 yards receiving in the first half Sunday. It was the first time in 10 years since Oakland had a receiver with back-to-back 100-yard receiving yards. Randy Moss did it in 2005.

Cooper is only the second rookie in the past 30 years to have two 100-yard receiving games in his first three NFL games. DeSean Jackson did it in 2008. Cooper has 20 catches for 290 yards in three games. He had a 40-yard catch to set up Oakland's first touchdown Sunday. Last week, he had a 68-yard touchdown. Cooper has 155 yards after the catch in the past two games.

Cooper and Carr are building chemistry. Carr is 3-for-4 when targeting Cooper on passes of 15 yards or longer this season. He is 3-of-10 with his other receivers.

"I just love watching him run after the catch," a beaming Carr said Sunday.

Carr will continue to beam if he, Cooper and Murray continue to dominate.

"We think this can continue," Oakland right tackle Austin Howard. "We all this can get so much better."

Worth noting: Appearing on the game-day edition of FootballDiehards on SiriusXM Fantasy Sports Radio before Sunday's game, CSNBayArea.com's Scott Bair mentioned that he was unaccustomed to appearing on fantasy-related shows. I told him to steel himself; that's going to change.

If Carr can throw for more than 300 yards and Murray and Cooper can account for more than 100 yards on a regular basis, the Raiders will be in business. And Bair will be a regular on the fantasy circuit.

Other notes of interest. ... Fullback Marcel Reece played 16 of 71 snaps, but had a 55-yard reception on his only catch during a Raiders touchdown drive.

Tight end Lee Smith caught the only pass thrown to a tight end by Carr against the Browns for an 8-yard gain. 
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QB: Derek Carr, Matthew McGloin 
RB: Latavius Murray, Taiwan Jones, Roy Helu 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: Amari Cooper, Michael Crabtree, Seth Roberts, Andre Holmes, Rod Streater 
TE: Mychal Rivera, Clive Walford, Lee Smith, Gabe Holmes 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
As ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan suggested, when Chip Kelly's offense is working at full speed, it's a sight to see: running backs sprinting through big holes, wide-open receivers catching balls in stride, all conducted at a breakneck pace with no huddling.

There wasn't any of that in the Philadelphia Eagles' 24-17 victory over the New York Jets at MetLife Stadium. This was a necessary step and a vitally important win for the Eagles, but it was not proof that all their problems are solved.

"It wasn't a pretty win," Kelly said. "It was kind of ugly, but it was what we had to do."

Sheridan reminded readers that Kelly's offense had looked dysfunctional, for the most part, in losses to Atlanta and Dallas. The running game, which is the centerpiece of the whole operation, was simply not there. The Eagles rushed for 63 yards in the opener in Atlanta, then were held to just 7 yards on the ground last week against the Cowboys.

The Eagles had to be able to run the ball to control the clock a bit better and to get Sam Bradford and the passing game into gear. They succeeded to some degree, but Bradford's numbers were still not all that impressive. He completed half of his passes (14 of 28) for just 118 yards.

That won't win a lot of games in the NFL, but it was enough against the Jets. Bradford didn't turn the ball over, something he did five times in the two losses. He took care of the ball and minimized mistakes.

"I thought Sam did a nice job considering what they brought," Kelly said. "I think they can bring a rush unlike any team we've played. They bring seven [pass-rushers]. They're going to play 'zero man' behind it."

The Eagles were able to run the ball effectively, for a half. With DeMarco Murray sidelined by a hamstring injury, the Eagles gained 86 yards on 20 carries in the first half. Ryan Mathews accounted for 67 of those yards.

For the game, the Eagles gained 123 yards on 39 carries. The number of carries was important. The Eagles ran the ball just 33 times in the two previous games combined. Some of that was situational -- the Eagles were losing and needed to pass more -- but some of it was Kelly's play calling.

In this game, the idea was to get back to what worked and stick with it.

"We really just kind of went back to basics, in terms of what we were doing run-wise," Kelly said. "I thought Ryan hit it in there a few times. Give him credit. I like his style in terms of how it fits with what we're doing."

The Eagles had 13 first downs in the first half. They managed just five in the second half. The Jets' defense was able to stop the Eagles' running game and kept the passing game from ever really being a factor. The Eagles scored 24 points in the first half and were shut out in the second.

But they won, and that outweighs any quibbles about the way they managed to accomplish it. The Eagles could not afford to fall to 0-3. Not just because only three 0-3 teams since 1990 have been able to reach the playoffs, but because the Eagles are playing in a very winnable NFC East.

With Dallas' loss Sunday, the Eagles are only one game behind the Cowboys for the division lead. Washington and the New York Giants are both 1-2, same as the Eagles.

When the Eagles play in Washington Sunday, they will be in position to get back to .500 and possibly catch the Cowboys for the division lead. Considering where they were after losing to Dallas last week, that wouldn't be so bad.

They could have played better than they had and lost this game to fall to 0-3. Instead, they got a win while registering only marginal improvement.

For the Eagles, this way is better. There is still plenty of work to do, but at least they're in a position to make that work matter.

The question for fantasy owners is what to expect at running back.

Ten minutes into Sunday's game, Mathews had as many carries as he did after two weeks of the 2015 season.

No one really knew how it would work when Kelly signed Mathews and Murray to replace LeSean McCoy. Two games, both losses, were enough to suggest that it wouldn't work at all.

Murray had 21 carries for an absurd 11 yards. Mathews had a total of four carries for 4 yards.

"I knew what I was signing up for when I signed with the team," Mathews said. "We have DeMarco Murray and Darren Sproles. Both of them are great running backs. I just tried to wait for my number to be called."

It was called Sunday because Murray didn't feel right in warm-ups. He had tweaked his hamstring during practice on Wednesday and did only limited work the rest of the week.

Mathews, who had two 1,000-yard seasons in San Diego, was ready.

The question is whether the Eagles' offensive line blocked that much better against the Jets, or is Mathews' running style a better fit for Kelly's scheme? Kelly praised Murray and Mathews as "downhill" and "one-cut" runners. But after Sunday's game, he seemed to be distinguishing between the two backs.

"I thought Ryan hit it in there a few times," Kelly said. "Give him credit. I like his style in terms of how it fits with what we're doing. [The Jets] have got some big bodies up front, so we had to try to get outside a little bit more.

"He's a real decisive, one-cut runner. Stick[s] his foot in the ground and go. You're going to have to run through some arm tackles and he did. He's got some size to go with his explosion. You've got to be physical through there and he was really physical today."

Murray put up his big numbers in Dallas last year running behind the Cowboys' first-rate offensive line. The Eagles' line seems to be struggling a little bit in the early going this season. It may be that Mathews is better suited to deal with that than Murray.

"I think I'm starting to see the field better," Mathews said. "The more I dance around, the more the defenders will get to me. I try to find the quickest way to get from Point A to Point B."

It worked on Sunday.

And what about going forward?

Jeff McLane of the Philadelphia Inquirer believes that Mathews could take over as the starting running back, or at least eat into Murray's carries.

For the record, Murray worked on a limited basis on Wednesday. I'll be watching the situation closely in coming days; keep an eye on the Late-Breaking Updates section for more in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith notes, Sproles shows no sign of slowing down. At 32, an age when most running backs are put out to pasture, Sproles just keeps going strong.

Sproles had both a rushing touchdown and a punt return touchdown in Sunday's win over the Jets, the second time in his career that he's done that. Sproles and Gale Sayers are the only players since the 1920s with multiple games of both a punt return touchdown and a rushing touchdown.

With 27 receiving touchdowns, 18 rushing touchdowns and six punt return touchdowns in his career, Sproles is the only player in NFL history with at least 25 receiving touchdowns, 15 rushing touchdowns and five punt return touchdowns. ...

On Wednesday, Sproles was named NFC Special Teams Player of the Week. ...

The Eagles will have a new kicker Sunday when they play the Redskins. Cody Parkey was placed on injured reserve Tuesday with a groin injury. Parkey told reporters he tore "all three" muscles in his groin. The Eagles signed ex-Dolphins kicker Caleb Sturgis.

Sturgis was a fifth-round pick by the Dolphins in 2013. He wasn't particularly accurate in his two seasons with them, converting 55 of 71 field-goal attempts and just 20 of 33 from 40-plus yards.

The Eagles' offensive line has struggled all season, and things are about to get worse.

Andrew Gardner, who started the first three games of the year at right guard, has been placed on season-ending injured reserve. Gardner suffered a foot injury on Sunday and was replaced by Matt Tobin. The Eagles have signed offensive lineman Julian VanDervelde to take Gardner's place on the roster. ...

And finally. ... According to ESPN's Adam Caplan, linebacker Kiko Alonso had arthroscopic surgery on his left knee this week and could play as early as in a few weeks. 
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QB: Sam Bradford, Mark Sanchez, Stephen Morris 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Ryan Mathews, Darren Sproles, Kenjon Barner 
WR: Jordan Matthews, Nelson Agholor, Josh Huff, Riley Cooper, Miles Austin, Seyi Ajirotutu 
TE: Brent Celek, Trey Burton, Zach Ertz 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
Ben Roethlisberger made his way out of the Steelers facility on Monday, his left leg immobilized under a brace and his attitude upbeat.

The leader of one of the NFL's most dynamic offenses is expected back at some point in 2015 after spraining the medial collateral ligament in his left knee in the third quarter of Sunday's 12-6 win over St Louis.

What the rest of the season looks like whenever Roethlisberger returns will rely heavily on how much is left in Michael Vick's 35-year-old arm (and legs).

Head coach Mike Tomlin thinks Vick has plenty left.

Vick will start for the Steelers (2-1) on Thursday night when they host Baltimore (0-3), a job Vick will hold indefinitely while Roethlisberger is out. Tomlin declined to put a timetable on when Roethlisberger will take the field next other than to say it will be "a number of weeks."

Roethlisberger fell awkwardly while getting tackled by St. Louis safety Mark Barron, the quarterback's left leg twisting gruesomely as he fell to the turf. An MRI revealed no major structural damage though Roethlisberger will miss multiple starts due to injury for only the second time in his 12-year career. Most observers are predicting a four to six week absence.

Enter Vick, a four-time Pro Bowler signed in August who quickly earned the backup job. He completed 5 of 6 passes for 38 yards after Roethlisberger's exit, hardly the game-breaking stuff of Vick's prime. Then again, he wasn't asked to do much other than avoid mistakes while the defense preserved a second-half lead.

The challenge will change considerably at home against a winless rival, though Tomlin is hardly worried about Vick's ability to get prepared in the 100 hours in between games.

"This isn't his first rodeo," Tomlin said.

Maybe, but it will mark just Vick's fourth start in the last two years. His only victory in that span? A 20-13 upset of the Steelers last November while playing for the New York Jets. Vick will have considerably more weapons at his disposal in Pittsburgh with running back Le'Veon Bell and wide receiver Antonio Brown.

Just don't expect Vick to be given as much latitude as Roethlisberger, who has spent the last three-plus seasons working with offensive coordinator Todd Haley. Vick, by contrast, has been in town less than five weeks.

"We're going to work in his comfort zone and bring the game to him and put us in position to win football games," Tomlin said.

A half decade removed from his last truly special season -- when he won the Comeback Player of the Year in 2010 while with Philadelphia -- Vick is less game changer and more game manager. If Vick's job is to simply help Pittsburgh's two stars do theirs, that's fine by him.

"I won't put it all on my shoulders," Vick said. "I'll take sole responsibility of everything that happens, but I'm just going to prepare myself and get myself in the position to help this football team."

The patented "Vick flick" is still there. Vick's first pass during the preseason was a 63-yard rainbow to Martavis Bryant. There were no fireworks in St. Louis, though he did hit Bell with a pretty back shoulder throw that helped Pittsburgh flip the field.

Bell touched the ball 27 times Sunday in his first game back from a suspension, a workload that certainly won't diminish with Roethlisberger on the sidelines.

"I'm prepared for whatever," Bell said, via Ray Fittipaldo of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. "If Ben goes down, it might be a little more headed toward the running game if the franchise quarterback is down. We revolve a lot of things around him. That's something I prepare for. I'm ready for whatever they ask me to do. I don't think there is ever a time when there is too much on my shoulders. I want to go out there and continue to make plays and help this team win games."

As Profootballtalk.com's Darin Gantt noted, it's hard to know how much more they could put on him. He totaled 132 yards from scrimmage while scoring the game's only touchdown. He ran it 19 times for 62 yards and caught seven passes for 70 yards.

And though veteran backup DeAngelo Williams played well in his absence, Williams had just one carry for 2 yards, which shows how they're thinking of dividing the labor.

Bell, who was not allowed to practice for the two weeks he was suspended, said he felt no ill effects from the long layoff.

"I felt great," Bell said afterward. "I trained hard. I practiced hard. When it's the game, it kind of comes easy. I don't really get out of breath or get fatigued. It's a short week so we'll see how I feel tomorrow."

Tomlin said he felt no need to give Bell more rest.

"I like the way he plays the game," Tomlin said. "I like the energy with which he plays. He wants to be a reason we win. He's never fazed by the elements, meaning the yards were tough to come by. He had a good look in his eye. He's always positive."

"I'm prepared for whatever," Bell said. "I don't think there is ever a time when there is too much on my shoulders. I want to go out there and continue to make plays and help this team win games."

And while he's doing that for the Steelers, fantasy owners will be cashing in. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Brown had 11 receptions for 108 yards to become the first player since Mike Wallace in 2011 to have three 100-yard receiving game to open the season. Brown also extended his NFL-record streak of having at least five receptions for 50 yards or more to 35 consecutive games.

He also extended his NFL record streak of having at least five receptions and 70 yards to 21 consecutive games and having at least seven receptions in a game to 14 consecutive games.

I'll be taking a closer look at what kind of expectations we should have for Brown with Vick under center in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Tight end Heath Miller joined Hines Ward (186) as only the second player in team history to have recorded at least one catch in 100 consecutive regular season games.

According to the Sports Xchange, tight end Matt Spaeth (broken hand) is in a cast. Said Tomlin, "We will take a look at his availability to function with that hand cast and let that be our guide in terms of his participation for the football game."

Dri Archer, the team's third-round pick in 2014, did not play on offense for the second straight game. He dressed and was a deep man on kickoff returns but returned none. 
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QB: Michael Vick, Landry Jones, Ben Roethlisberger 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, DeAngelo Williams, Dri Archer, Jordan Todman 
FB: Will Johnson, Roosevelt Nix 
WR: Antonio Brown, Markus Wheaton, Sammie Coates, Tyler Murphy, Martavis Bryant 
TE: Heath Miller, Matt Spaeth, Jesse James 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
As ESPN.com's Nick Wagoner reported it, after a two-week game of cat-and-mouse with the media, head coach Jeff Fisher informed Todd Gurley on Saturday that he would be playing in his first game after recovering from the torn left ACL he suffered on Nov. 15, 2014, while a member of the Georgia Bulldogs.

Gurley entered the game for his first NFL snap with 13 minutes left in the second quarter. He got his first carry and took his first hit right after, running off left tackle for a gain of 2 yards. It had been a wait of 316 days.

"I knew I was going to be fine after that," Gurley said. "It definitely felt good to just be back out there on the field again."

Although Gurley said he was not on a prescribed plan for touches or carries in his debut, he spent most of the day alternating with starting running back Tre Mason. Gurley finished with six carries for 9 yards and a catch for 5 yards.

After the Rams' 12-6 loss, Gurley said he didn't feel rusty going into the game but acknowledged that he will need some time to get back up to full speed.

"It's just the first game," Gurley said. "I've got to get in the groove of things.

"I feel like I've still got the explosiveness. I definitely didn't get to show it today but like I said, we'll pick back up on things and try to get things rolling next week."

Monday also brought Gurley's first chance to see how his knee reacts to going through the rigors of an NFL game. Gurley said he doesn't expect much soreness or at least "nothing that the cold tub won't help."

Gurley had been practicing with the first-team offense for the past two weeks but didn't get many opportunities in the week before the game against Washington. He was inactive last week after being listed as questionable on the injury report.

This week, Gurley didn't appear on the team's Wednesday injury report, but the Rams had to add him back Thursday because of a league rule that dictates teams can't remove a player who was on the previous week's injury report without that player being active for a game.

The Rams again listed Gurley as questionable on Friday but by that point, there had been enough signs indicating that he'd be ready to play. He even flew family members in for the game on Saturday.

Quarterback Nick Foles said it was good to have the No. 10 overall pick back in the fold.

"It's great to have him out there," Foles said. "It's great to have him healthy. Your first rookie game, it's always a lot of emotions. Just having him out there is going to be a huge threat. We have talented running backs and he's going to add to it. Once he really gets going, it's going to be something to see."

As for pregame jitters, Gurley said he wasn't thrown off by the 30-minute delay after the field caught on fire and didn't have any trouble getting to sleep.

"I definitely slept," Gurley said. "I went to sleep at 9:30 last night. I knew it was going to be a long day, so I had to get ready."

Of course, the Rams could use an infusion of offensive firepower.

After an offseason in which the Rams changed their offensive coordinator and quarterback, the running backs and three spots on the offensive line, it was reasonable to expect the offense to take time to coalesce even if time is precious in a short 16-game NFL season.

The hope was that the defense could hold the fort and the offense could squeeze out just enough to help the Rams get off to a fast start with the offense coming together after the Week 6 bye.

Over the past two weeks, facing solid if unspectacular defenses in Washington and Pittsburgh, the Rams have scored 16 points, gone 4-for-22 on third down and mustered just 23 first downs.

The run game, which was supposed to be the Rams' bread and butter and the easier transition for their two rookie offensive linemen, has been mostly nonexistent. The Rams running backs are averaging 2.7 yards per carry in three games and their leading rusher against the Steelers was receiverChris Givens, who took a reverse 24 yards in the fourth quarter.

Through three games, the Rams rank 29th in the league in rushing with 214 yards, ahead of Philadelphia (193), Denver (171) and Detroit (135).

Overall, the Rams are averaging 3.75 yards per carry when you include receivers and quarterback scrambles, which is better but still not good enough. Receiver Tavon Austin is tied with Benny Cunningham for the team lead in rushing with just 57 yards.

"We have to be able to [run the ball]," Foles said. "Once we get the run game going better, it's going to really open up a lot of things."

In the meantime, the Rams must find a way to hit on big plays when the opportunity arises. They did it against Seattle when they had eight plays of 20-plus yards. In the past two weeks combined, they have three. But they've also missed chances for more such as tight end Lance Kendricks'drop of a potential long touchdown in the third quarter Sunday.

For an offense with an already slim margin for error, such miscues can't happen. ...

Meanwhile, the team announced Tuesday that running back Isaiah Pead has been waived off the 53-man roster. Pead's departure leaves the Rams with Gurley, Mason, Cunningham and Chase Reynolds at running back.

Pead was a 2012 second-round pick in St. Louis and played in 25 games during his first two years with the club. Pead ran just 17 times and caught 14 passes in those appearances and then missed all of last season with a torn ACL.

One last note here. ... Brian Quick, who hasn't been on the injury report all season, was inactive for the third time. Quick battled back during a long rehab from a serious shoulder injury suffered last season, but hasn't been among the five receivers active for each game. It's a combination of the need for rookie Bradley Marquez to be on special teams, and the feeling that Quick isn't ready yet to carry a full load of plays.

Fisher said Monday "there's a chance" Quick will be active for next Sunday's game at Arizona. "We'll see how the week goes," Fisher said. 
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QB: Nick Foles, Case Keenum, Sean Mannion 
RB: Todd Gurley, Tre Mason, Benny Cunningham, Chase Reynolds, Trey Watts 
WR: Kenny Britt, Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey, Chris Givens, Bradley Marquez, Brian Quick 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
A number of offensive linemen for the San Diego Chargers were forced out of Sunday's ugly 31-14 loss at Minnesota.

Philip Rivers was, too, and that's not acceptable to the guys who are supposed to keep him upright.

"We've got to do a better job protecting Philip," said center Chris Watt, who started and was in for 11 plays before being forced out with a groin injury suffered a week earlier. "He got hit way too many times yesterday and over the course of these last couple of games. If he's getting hit like this the whole season, he's not going to hold up well."

The Chargers (1-2) dropped to last place in the AFC West.

Rivers was hit so hard in the third quarter that head coach Mike McCoy called timeout so the franchise QB could get his wind back. Rivers eventually was pulled for his own good. He committed two turnovers and was sacked four times for the second straight week.

As the Associated Press notes, the Chargers ended the game with no spare offensive linemen and two who were playing hurt; right guard D.J. Fluker with a badly sprained left ankle from two weeks earlier and guard-tackle Chris Hairston, also with an ankle injury.

Joining Watt on the sideline were left guard Orlando Franklin (right ankle) and left tackle King Dunlap (concussion).

Despite the mayhem, the linemen aren't feeling sorry for themselves.

"It is tough but we're all paid in this locker room," Watt said Monday. "We all have confidence in each other and the coaches have confidence in the guys they put out there so we've got to get the job done."

Rivers had the wind knocked out of him when he took a hard hit to his midsection by Anthony Barr in the third quarter. In the fourth quarter, a pass from Rivers was tipped by receiver Stevie Johnson and intercepted by Chad Greenway, who returned it 91 yards for a touchdown.

Trevor Robinson, who replaced Watt, said offensive linemen have to be ready for upheaval.

"We prepare for that," he said. "The nature of this business is that when you're called upon to do your job, it doesn't matter if you started the game or not. You are in a position to perform and help the team and that's really all that matters."

Robinson said he is ready to lead the line in next Sunday's home game against Cleveland, if needed.

"I think I'm confident in myself and confident in everybody. Whoever those five are, I don't know who it's going to be, I'm confident we can give ourselves a chance to win," he said.

The Chargers are a mess in many areas. Rivers has been sacked 10 times in three games. San Diego's defense has gone two straight games without a sack, and its only sack of the season was by rookie Kyle Emanuel in the opening win against Detroit. The Chargers' eight turnovers are tied for the league lead, and they continue to commit critical penalties.

"It doesn't matter how many points you lose by, how you lose the game. We've got a lot to clean up today." coach Mike McCoy said. ...

Meanwhile, as ESPN.com's Eric. D. Williams noted, like McCoy likes to say, the Chargers drafted Melvin Gordon in the first round for a reason.

Give Gordon the football.

"The running game was not good enough for anybody," McCoy said after Sunday's loss. "When you get beat like that, it is not good enough and we will evaluate the film. When looking at a running back you do not want to just look at the numbers."

But when you look at the numbers through three games, Gordon is No. 10 in the NFL in rushing, running for 190 yards on 44 carries for a respectable 4.32 yards per carry. He has yet to get into the end zone.

Gordon's three rushes of at least 20 yards ties him for second in the NFL.

According to ESPN Stats & Information, Gordon has 104 yard after contact, which is No. 6 in the NFL.

Williams believes that's pretty impressive considering the University of Wisconsin product seems to get hit more times than not before he reaches the line of scrimmage.

Gordon has one carry on third down and none in the red zone, so the Chargers remain unwilling to use him in crucial moments in the game.

He's carried the ball an average of 15 times a game. Gordon averaged 25 carries a game in college.

Gordon remains patient that his time will come.

"You can't worry about the carries too much," Gordon said. "I just know when they call my jersey I've got to go out there and make plays. We've got Danny [Woodhead], we've got some great receivers and we've got (Branden Oliver); you've got to share the ball. That's just what it is, and that's just the guys we've got on this team.

"So when I get the chance to get the ball, I've just got to make the best out of it."

Gordon has just five carries for 10 yards in the fourth quarter, usually the point of a game when running teams want to close the game out by pounding the football on the ground.

The Chargers have run it 84 times this season and thrown it 108 times. As Williams suggests, "Those numbers should be flipped. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Keenan Allen rebounded from a poor performance last week, finishing with 12 receptions for 133 yards, including a 34-yard reception for a score in the first half and a 19-yard score in the fourth quarter with the game out of reach.

Johnson entered the game with 11 catches for 127 yards on 12 targets so far this season -- good enough for the highest wide receiver reception percentage in the NFL, according to ESPN Stats & Information. However, he had just one catch for 1 yard through three quarters and finished with three catches for 46 yards.

Ladarius Green (concussion) was inactive for Sunday's game. ...

And finally. ... The Chargers have turned the ball over eight times through three games, including six turnovers by the starting quarterback. Opponents have scored 24 points off of the miscues. According to ESPN Stats & Information research, Rivers has thrown an interception in nine straight games dating back to last year, the longest active streak in the NFL. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Melvin Gordon, Danny Woodhead, Branden Oliver, Donald Brown 
WR: Keenan Allen, Malcom Floyd, Stevie Johnson, Dontrelle Inman, Jacoby Jones 
TE: Ladarius Green, David Johnson, Antonio Gates 
PK: Josh Lambo 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
As ESPN.com's Paul Gutierrez reminded readers, the Phoenix desert is where Colin Kaepernick spent a good deal of his offseason working with the likes of Kurt Warner, purportedly to better his game as an NFL quarterback and make him more well-rounded in marrying himself to the position.

This is also where Kaepernick bottomed out.

Gutierrez wrote: "Four interceptions. Becoming the first San Francisco 49ers quarterback since Steve DeBerg in 1980 to have two interceptions returned for touchdowns in a game. Two sacks. His famous confidence slumping along with his shoulders. A passer rating of 16.7. Fans calling for his head and wanting Blaine Gabbert -- yes, that Blaine Gabbert -- to replace him.

"And a 47-7 thumping administered by the Arizona Cardinals on Sunday at University of Phoenix Stadium."

"I nullified all the efforts of every [49ers] player on that field today," Kaepernick said.

"Once again, today was 100 percent my fault. There's nothing anyone in that locker room could have done to change that game today the way I played."

You'd have a hard time finding anyone to dispute that contention. He reverted to the bad habits of throwing off his back foot, staring down receivers, not making enough reads. Then again, with the offensive line disintegrating around him, he had little time to make sound judgments. Which is partly why, earlier in the week, offensive coordinator Geep Chryst spoke of simplifying the playbook.

And it played right into the hands of the Cardinals' opportunistic secondary. Cardinals backup safety Tony Jefferson even told PFT Radio earlier in the week that Kaepernick had trouble throwing outside the numbers.

Yes, all of Kaepernick's career-worst four picks came outside the numbers.

"Their passing game has just simplified so much," said Cardinals free safety Tyrann Mathieu, who had two interceptions, including the 33-yard pick-six that gave Arizona a 14-0 lead less than six minutes into the game.

"It was easy for us to anticipate routes, get some good breaks on the ball today."

In fact, the Cardinals had more interceptions (three) on passes traveling more than 10 yards downfield than the 49ers had receptions on such passes (one), per ESPN Stats & Information research.

And Kaepernick's 16.7 passer rating was also a career low; his nadir had been 20.1 against the Seahawks on Sept. 15, 2013, in Seattle.

If it seemed like the Niners were gun-shy of letting Kaepernick throw the ball after his second interception -- they ran on 13 consecutive plays following the pick -- coach Jim Tomsula said that was not the case.

"That was me," Tomsula said. "Just trying to get everybody calmed down here. Let's grab a hold of this and see if we can get things calmed down and get back at it."

Instead, the Cardinals ran their lead from 14-0 to 28-0 before Kaepernick attempted another pass. By then it was too late, and all that was left to do was wonder if Gabbert would play in mop-up duty.

Last season, Gabbert relieved Kaepernick late in a blowout against the Broncos in Denver. So it did seem strange to see Kaepernick remain in the game, especially with injury a possibility.

Tomsula was asked if benching Kaepernick would have had more of a negative effect on him than letting him try to play through it.

"Colin," Tomsula said, "is our quarterback."

Things won't get easier for the reeling 49ers (1-2) after getting outscored 90-25 in their last two games. They host the Green Bay Packers on Sunday.

As the Associated Press suggested, Kaepernick might find solace in his past success against Green Bay. He set a playoff record for a quarterback when he ran for 181 yards in his breakout performance in the playoffs in January 2013. In the season opener the next year, he set a career high with 412 yards passing in a 34-28 win.

The 49ers haven't lost to the Packers since 2010.

However, the lack of production on offense isn't the only obstacle facing San Francisco. Defensively, the team is showing attrition after losing linebacker Patrick Willis and defensive lineman Justin Smith to retirement in the offseason.

Carson Palmer and Ben Roethlisberger combined to throw for 676 yards over the last two games, when the 49ers allowed 40 or more points on consecutive weeks for the first time since 2006.

Given the tumultuous offseason San Francisco had, including changing head coaches and losing a number of key players, Tomsula insisted it's still too early to give up on the season.

"We are a work in progress," Tomsula said. "As far as a lost season, no. I disagree wholeheartedly. And in terms of anybody that's not here, we spend zero time thinking of that. That doesn't help us get better. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Carlos Hyde lost his league lead in rushing with a second consecutive lackluster effort Sunday at Arizona. Hyde was limited to 51 yards on 17 carries. His 262 yards ranked third in the league through Sunday's games.

Jarryd Hayne had arguably the 49ers' play of the day Sunday, returning a punt 37 yards in the second quarter. The runback set up the team's only touchdown of the game.

Torrey Smith did not record a pass reception in Sunday's loss at Arizona. Smith was one of the first 49ers pulled from the blowout as he'd been limited some in practice last week with a knee injury.

Vernon Davis suffered a strained knee in Sunday's loss at Arizona. The injury is not considered serious, and Davis is likely to play this week against Green Bay.

Receiver Bruce Ellington (ankle) didn't play. Reggie Bush (calf) didn't make the trip to Arizona. Their status for this week remains unclear. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Blaine Gabbert 
RB: Carlos Hyde, Mike Davis, Jarryd Hayne, Reggie Bush 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Torrey Smith, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington, DeAndrew White, Jerome Simpson 
TE: Vernon Davis, Vance McDonald, Garrett Celek, Blake Bell 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
As Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth wrote, "The Seattle Seahawks found a tonic for their 0-2 start, sparked by the likes of Tyler Lockett and Jimmy Graham and the return of Kam Chancellor making their defense whole again.

"But just as it appears the Seahawks are ready to move forward in overcoming their difficult start, a new concern has emerged with the health of running back Marshawn Lynch. ..."

The Seahawks finally got their first win thanks to a dominating performance against the undermanned Chicago Bears on Sunday in a 26-0 shutout, but there are worries about Lynch and his growing list of injuries.

Already dealing with a sore back and neck, and a calf injury that limited him in practice last week, Lynch suffered a hamstring injury that caused him to miss the second half of Sunday's victory. The hamstring problem capped a strange day for Lynch, who struggled getting himself ready for the game to begin with and didn't come out of the locker room until midway through the first half.

Seattle coach Pete Carroll said Lynch underwent an MRI last week on his sore calf, but was scheduled to have another MRI on Monday after the hamstring problem popped up during Sunday's game. Lynch felt his hamstring after catching a 9-yard pass to convert a fourth-and-1 on the final drive of the first half. He did not play the rest of the game.

Carroll said the extra day this week, with Seattle not playing until next Monday night against Detroit, could be beneficial in Lynch's recovery. If Lynch can't play against Detroit, it would be just the second game he's missed since joining the Seahawks early in the 2010 season. Lynch missed a 2011 game at Cleveland when his back stiffened up just before kickoff. While he may not have started every game in his Seattle tenure, Lynch has played in every other one.

"We've just got to wait and see. We've got a couple of days here to figure it out," Carroll said.

With Lynch out, Thomas Rawls became a surprising revelation.

The undrafted rookie from Central Michigan rushed for 104 yards on 16 carries, with 98 of those coming in the second half. He became the first Seattle running back other than Lynch to top the 100-yard mark since Robert Turbin in Week 14 of the 2012 season against Arizona.

Rawls was a player Carroll wanted and the Seahawks considered taking on the final day of the draft. Instead, Seattle was able to get him as a free agent and his spot on the roster was secure when former second-round pick Christine Michael was traded to Dallas after the final preseason game.

"He's got his own style. He's very aggressive. He was looking for hits downfield. He's not looking to make guys miss him as much as he's looking to run right at you," Carroll said. "Through the line of scrimmage he's got nice wiggle and all of that but he's got an attitude that he's going to let you know he's coming."

The Seahawks went with Rawls instead of veteran Fred Jackson as their primary ball carrier with Lynch out. Carroll said that's because of Jackson's skill as a pass blocker and receiver and Seattle's plan to use him on third downs.

"We're trying to develop these guys and develop their roles a little bit and we were excited to see Thomas and know that Fred is going to be a third-down guy for us and we covet what he can do there," Carroll said.

According to Profootballtalk.com, receiver Doug Baldwin wasn't surprised by Rawls performance.

"That kid has been busting his tail since the beginning of camp, even in OTAs" Baldwin told reporters on Tuesday. "So I'm not surprised, and extremely happy for his success because he earned it."

Baldwin noticed Rawls in the third week of Organized Team Activities. "He knew the playbook," Baldwin said, "and he was asking all the right questions. You always want a rookie to ask questions, but it's a different level when they ask the right questions, so that's what stood out to me."

Baldwin said Rawls fits with the offense because he's a power runner and an agile speed runner. But that doesn't mean Baldwin is ready to see the Seahawks try to get it done without Lynch on the field.

"I think we have talent that could take the torch if we needed to," Baldwin said. "However, it would take a while, the transition would be difficult. I would just say I don't what to see that happen any time soon."

I'll be following up on Lynch's progress via Late-Breaking Update in coming days, but ESPN's Adam Schefter, citing a source, characterized Lynch's chances of playing as 50-50. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Sheil Kapadia reminded readers, after a one-catch, two-target outing in Week 2 against the Green Bay Packers, there was plenty of talk -- both around Seattle and nationally -- about Graham's role and his level of frustration. That discussion was tabled for the time being.

Graham's performance against the Bears was exactly what many had envisioned when the Seahawks acquired him from the Saints in the offseason. He finished with seven catches for 83 yards and a touchdown on eight targets.

The 30-yard score showcased Graham's talents. He was matched up one-on-one against Bears safety Brock Vereen, created separation on an in-breaking route and broke a tackle at the 13. Two more Bears defenders tried to sandwich Graham at the 2, but when he finally hit the ground, he was in the end zone.

"[Russell Wilson] was real patient in the pocket and really waited for me," Graham said. "He knew it was man-to-man, great strike. Obviously we're getting better in our connection."

"He ran a nice in route," Wilson said. "Kind of gave the guy a little juke move at the top of the route and came across the middle and caught the ball and was very physical to the end zone. That's what we're looking for."

Chances are there will be games similar to Week 2, when Graham didn't get many looks. But those should be the rare exceptions. The Seahawks' offense has had stretches in each of the first three weeks when it looks lost -- often in the first half.

Graham can be the answer to some of those dry spells. He said he tells Wilson every day that it doesn't matter. Even if he looks covered, just throw it up there and he'll make something happen. That's what Seahawks fans should expect to see more of going forward.

"I didn't know I was frustrated last week," Graham said. "But just to clarify things, I'm not frustrated at all, because we won. And that's really all I care about."

Tight end Luke Willson had back spasms and was held out of Sunday's game. Carroll said Willson could have played but they elected to give him an extra couple days off to recover. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson, R.J. Archer 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Thomas Rawls, Fred Jackson 
FB: Derrick Coleman, Will Tukuafa 
WR: Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Tyler Lockett, Ricardo Lockette, Chris Matthews, B.J. Daniels, Paul Richardson 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Luke Willson, Cooper Helfet 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Fred Goodall, the Buccaneers are encouraged by the way Jameis Winston is performing, even if the young quarterback's progress isn't reflected in the team's record.

Head coach Lovie Smith reiterated Monday that the No. 1 overall pick in this year's NFL draft is making strides weekly, and that key players around the rookie are getting better, too.

The Bucs (1-2) wasted an opportunity to climb over .500 at any point in a season for the first time in nearly three years when they were shut out in the second half of a 19-9 loss at Houston.

Winston set career highs with 36 passing attempts, 17 completions and 261 yards against the Texans, numbers that would have been more impressive if not for some drive-stalling dropped passes and untimely penalties.

"Our ballclub is getting better, though. I know the record isn't showing that right now, but that's going to change," Smith said, noting that rookie left tackle Donovan Smith had his best game against Houston, and that another second-round pick, right guard Ali Marpet, is making steady improvement, too, as part of a revamped offensive line that didn't allow a sack.

J.J. Watt had three quarterback hits, but the Bucs stopped the Houston star's streak of seven consecutive games with at least one sack.

Winston did his part, making quick reads and getting the ball out of his hands quickly to avoid pressure. He threw for one touchdown and was intercepted once.

Smith said the young passer is "growing and growing" every game.

"Jameis Winston is a good football player, simple as that. He'll have some bad plays like all quarterbacks do, but his arrow is pointed up," Smith said.

"He learned something new each week, which rookies do," the coach added. "Again, there's a lot of us that need to play a lot better, of course he included, but we're going to win a lot of games with him."

The Bucs have not had a winning record since Dec. 2, 2012, when they entered a loss at Denver at 6-5. They finished 7-9 before going 4-12 and 2-14 that past two years.

Several factors, including rookie Kyle Brindza missing three field goals and an extra point, contributed to Sunday's loss. The offense was 1 for 12 on third-down conversions, and the defense carried some of the responsibility, too, by allowing the Texans to rush for 186 yards -- much of it with the game on the line.

Smith was disappointed with the result, but said there's no cause for alarm three games into the season. He noted the team is 1-0 within the NFC South after not winning any division games last year, and that the Bucs can improve to 2-2 if they can defeat unbeaten Carolina (3-0) at home this week.

"We're not getting ready to junk anything. Let's let things play out a little bit," the coach said. "We'll be fine on the defensive side of the ball."

Winston called Sunday's loss "promising," especially in light of the way his offensive line played against a Houston defense featuring Watt, Vince Wilfork, Brian Cushing and Jadeveon Clowney.

"I know it's ironic, but it was a very promising loss," the young quarterback said, adding that he has to do a better job on third downs to give the offense a better chance to be successful.

"We haven't had a game where I didn't get sacked yet, and we line up against the best defensive line in the NFL and we do a great job," Winston added. "I just have to help them out on those third downs. I have to come through."

Worth noting. ... Brindza was brilliant early in the game with a 58-yard boot with room to spare, but his accuracy is clearly an issue that needs to be addressed after he missed kicks of 33, 41 and 57 yards. Perhaps things could have been different had the Bucs taken a 12-10 lead early in the fourth quarter on that 33-yard attempt.

After all, the Bucs aren't good enough to overcome missed chip shots. The margin for error is small with this team.

Still, it did not lead Smith to consider making a change at the position, however.

"No. Kyle is our kicker," Smith said. "He, like a lot of us, had a disappointing day. That hasn't been the case. You're going to have off days, and this was an off day. When a player has an off day, we need to rally around him in other ways, and that's what we weren't able to do."

Other notes of interest. ... The Bucs never got anything going against the Texans front seven in the run game. Doug Martin and Charles Sims combined to rush for 57 yards on 20 carries. The Bucs have struggled against 3-4 teams this season.

Keep an eye on Sims. As Tampa Bay Times beat man Greg Auman pointed out, the Bucs are splitting the running back work nearly evenly -- Martin had 31 of 61 snaps against Texans, Sims had 30.

The Bucs force-fed Mike Evans with 17 targets. Evans had seven catches for 101 yards, but also had three drops. According to ESPN.com's Pat Yasinskas, that's OK -- getting him back into rhythm will pay off in later weeks. The Evans-Winston relationship must work. It's fine to overcompensate here.

Still, Smith admitted Sunday the Bucs and Winston probably focused too much on Evans. "We probably need to spread the ball around more," Smith said.

And finally. ... Running back Mike James was waived on Tuesday. 
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QB: Jameis Winston, Mike Glennon, Ryan Griffin 
RB: Doug Martin, Charles Sims, Bobby Rainey 
FB: Jorvorskie Lane 
WR: Mike Evans, Vincent Jackson, Louis Murphy, Russell Shepard, Adam Humphries 
TE: Brandon Myers, Luke Stocker, Cameron Brate, Austin Seferian-Jenkins 
PK: Kyle Brindza 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
As ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky noted, his two interceptions were killers, leading the Indianapolis Colts directly to two touchdowns.

But Marcus Mariota hardly undid the Tennessee Titans single-handedly on Sunday during their ugly 35-33 loss to Indianapolis at Nissan Stadium.

"He did a good job of catching our disguises," Colts safety Mike Adams told ESPN.com's Mike Wells. "We caught him a couple of times, but didn't capitalize. For the most part he did a good job of reading when we bluffed and then he found the holes. I give him credit for that."

The rookie quarterback played the Colts Andrew Luck to a virtual standoff, which is a big accomplishment for a kid in his third NFL game against a high-quality veteran who was in a virtual must-win situation.

And virtual standoff is underselling, really. A game is about a lot more than comparing quarterback stat lines, of course. But Mariota and Luck each had two touchdowns, two interceptions and three sacks.

The rookie threw 14 more passes, completed nine more, and finished with 107 more yards. He set a rookie franchise record for passing yards with 367.

And after the Titans blew a 13-point lead with 2:51 to play and needed to drive to a touchdown to have a chance, Mariota led a nine-play, 80-yard touchdown drive in 2:04.

Kuharsky likes the fact that head coach Ken Whisenhunt thought the Titans should be able to punch it in from the 1-yard line after a penalty for the two-point conversion to set up overtime, though the Colts blew up Jalston Fowler's predictable run.

The coach said the team is building an identity where it believes it can run for a yard in any situation.

Which is great when it comes to fruition, though right now I'd say the offensive identity is: Mariota can make plays, and thus he should probably get the chance in the biggest moments.

Mariota has work to do, for sure.

Before Sunday, he hadn't thrown a pass that traveled farther than 18 yards. Against the Colts he hit on just two of seven throws that traveled 20 yards or more and threw one of his interceptions. Protection and weapons factor in, but that's an area where he needs to be better.

Still, in a league where so many teams are desperate for glimpses that their quarterback can pan out, it would take a major reversal, of course for Mariota not to be a guy Tennessee can build around.

Of course, that doesn't erase the sting of the latest failure, the come-from-ahead loss to Indianapolis.

If the Titans won a game they once led by 13 points, they'd be 2-1, alone atop the AFC South. Instead, they are parked at 1-2, even with the Colts, Jaguars and Texans.

"It gets old," tight end Delanie Walker said of the refrain, which we heard last year, too, even though it didn't ring as true. "If you're going to keep saying it and not do it, it defeats the purpose of saying it."

Of all the 25 Titans losses Walker's been part of the franchise for, he said the loss to the Colts "is the toughest one."

Still, Walker said it will serve to make the Titans stronger.

"Realizing that we went into Cleveland, got beat by mistakes, came here, made mistakes but kept in the game and got beat at the last minute, it's going to give us some fire and make guys want to do better," Walker said.

"I don't think some of the young guys understand how the NFL works, and now they are getting a good taste of it. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... The Titans continue to use a running back by committee approach and it seems as if a different back leads the way each week.

This week it was Antonio Andrews with 49 yards. Last week, it was Dexter McCluster and the week before it was Bishop Sankey. It has worked OK, but the Titans failed to score a TD on first-and-goal from the 1-yard line and missed on a two-point run that could have tied the game.

Worth noting: Terrance West was a healthy scratch Sunday after fumbling once in each of the first two games for the Titans.

Rookie receiver Dorial Green-Beckham now has touchdown catches in back-to-back games, and is making the most of his opportunities.

"He's been productive," Whisenhunt said of Green-Beckham. "He made some plays (Sunday), and did a nice job on special teams again as the gunner. We'll continue to integrate DGB into the offense. I think the one thing you have to be careful about is overloading him, because right now he is on a good track. He is making progress and we are excited about seeing him make these plays.

"But if you think you can just put him in for 82 snaps, it is going to be a problem, so you just don't want to see him take a step back."

Green-Beckham, the team's second-round draft pick, has three catches for 35 yards in the first three games. He played in just 14 of the team's 82 offensive snaps against the Colts after playing sparingly against the Browns (13) and Buccaneers (9) as well. Green-Beckham is also getting work on special teams.

"I think he's a great player. He's someone that's going to continue to make plays for us," Mariota said of Green-Beckham. "If we have an opportunity and it's matchup we like, obviously we'll to take it. He made a great play on the ball (vs. the Colts) and we'll look forward to him doing that some more." 
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The Titans are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
According to ESPN.com's John Keim, head coach Jay Gruden expressed amazement that his team had even won one game given the ugly stat that matters most to coaches: turnover margin.

The Redskins are minus-5 in this area, fueled in large part by quarterback Kirk Cousins' interceptions. As Keim suggested, for the Redskins to have any hope of a good season, that number must change -- the one from Cousins, that is.

But what Gruden also said that he's willing to let Cousins grow as a quarterback, hoping those turnovers will diminish and better plays will emerge.

The question is, how long will Gruden be willing to wait? Cousins has thrown 23 career interceptions in 17 games so this is not new. But for Gruden the change stems from anointing him as the starter in the preseason and giving him a chance to develop as the starter by performance, not through injury. The coaches saw a change in Cousins, which is why they maintain belief in him now.

Cousins is coming off his worst game of the season in last Thursday's 32-21 loss to the Giants. It wasn't just the two interceptions, it was a host of missed opportunities; sometimes it was a pass that, had the receiver caught it in stride, could have been a longer gain. Other times it was missing a tight end down the left side in the end zone because of an underthrow.

Those were big issues, too.

"He has to play through some of these pitfalls. We're hoping that he does," Gruden said. "We're hoping a more mature Kirk Cousins will bounce back from these performances. He did some great things, but there are some plays he needs to make to be a starting QB in the NFL and he will make. We just have to have patience and understand there will be rough times with a young quarterback. But he has to understand he can't put the team in risk and he has to protect the ball better. We'll see how it plays out."

A week earlier, it played out with Cousins completing 23 of 27 passes with a touchdown against St. Louis. The Rams sacked him twice, but he consistently hurt them on third downs. He was sharp, in control and the sort of quarterback they needed -- he executed while other parts of the team dominated.

Then, last night. Another two-interception game for Cousins. The coaches lost confidence in Robert Griffin III as the starter -- both last season and this summer. He doesn't throw picks, but he does get hit and sacked quite a bit because of poor pocket presence.

Which is worse?

The coaches still feel one can develop into the sort of starter they need so they'll stick with him. The tough part when it came to Griffin was that they felt basic concepts of the position weren't being executed. With Cousins, he can handle those -- the Redskins can dig deeper into their playbook because of this. But can he stop throwing interceptions? They're not always his fault, mind you; but it's not as if everything was always Griffin's fault, either.

The Redskins still want to see what they have in Cousins and if he can reduce those bad plays. That means living with the picks, or at least hoping they go away. My guess: They can live with the picks for only so long.

"We have to continue to harp on them and coach him up. There are too many good things going on with Kirk and his progression to pull the plug now because he threw an interception or two," Gruden said. "But he has to protect the ball, as does Matt Jones, as does the rest of the team to have a chance. ..."

Worth noting: After Colt McCoy missed practice on Monday, the Washington Post's Mike Jones reported McCoy is dealing with a cut on one of his feet. Jones does not know how the injury was suffered or how long it could keep McCoy out, but it's an important development because it could lead to Griffin dressing as the No. 2 quarterback for Sunday's game against the Eagles.

Griffin seeing the field would be a risk because if he were to get hurt, Washington could wind up paying $16 million (guaranteed for injury only) in 2016 to a player who doesn't appear to factor into the team's future plans.

To this point, Griffin has been kept on the roster and been inactive for games, but a significant injury to McCoy could force Washington's hand to either dress Griffin or sign another quarterback. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Gruden blamed Alfred Morris' lack of runs (six) and play time (career-low 12 snaps) last Thursday night on the game situation. Indeed, Morris received the first two runs of the second half but when that series ended with an interception followed by a Giants touchdown and 25-6 lead, the run game had to be abandoned.

Morris is not a threat as a receiver, not in situations where they must throw to catch up. But even in the first half Morris received only four carries to Jones' 9. And Jones received the first carry of the game. A week earlier, he finished with one more run than Morris.

Jones is more of a pass-catching threat and he played 26 snaps against New York; meanwhile, third-down back Chris Thompson played 39 snaps.

"We intend on splitting the reps up pretty good. Alfred should be the lead dog, though. It just didn't work out that way," Gruden said of the New York game.

Though Jones appears to be a long-term answer, Keim notes the newcomer still has plenty to prove. He's now fumbled twice in the past two games, showing the need to consistently run lower and hold the ball tighter. He also has more burst around the outside, as he's shown a number of times (on the play that ended with his fumble against New York, for example). Morris will never match that speed and being considered a two-down back ultimately limits his value (he's a free agent after the season). But he still serves a role as a move-the-chains runner and savvy veteran.

"Alfred's fine," Gruden said. "He's a good player for us and it's unfortunate how it worked out. Catching balls out of the backfield and running routes is really not his forte. He's more of a ‘In the I-formation, running outside zone, inside zone and all that stuff.' We didn't do a very good job of getting him involved."

If he gets more carries Sunday against Philadelphia, it's as much because of how the game is going -- and his success running the ball -- as anything. The Redskins will continue to give Jones a lot of carries as they should. And Thompson will get the reps in games they must throw. That means Morris will have games when he seems an afterthought, even if he isn't.

Meanwhile, Keim believes the team could soon have a decision to make at slot receiver, especially if Andre Roberts continues his poor start.

In 19 games with Washington, Roberts has been targeted 79 times and caught 41 passes. That is, by far, the worst percentage among the Redskins' receivers. He's been targeted eight times this season with five catches and two big drops. More is needed.

That means more time for rookie Jamison Crowder. It's not like they can't be on the field at the same time as Roberts can play outside as well. Having this depth provides versatility. Crowder has eight catches for only 52 yards. Seven of Crowder's eight targets have been on throws of 10 yards or less (it's 6-of-8 for Roberts), according to ESPN Stats & Information.

Crowder's hamstring injury during camp held him back and prevented him from winning the slot job earlier. As he gains more of a comfort level and understands the nuances of the position, Crowder should gain more time. Regardless, he'll be a factor.

"As the season progresses," Gruden said, "you're going to see more and more and more of Jamison Crowder."

One last note here: DeSean Jackson missed a second straight game with a pulled left hamstring suffered in the opener against Miami. He was not on the practice field Wednesday and seems likely to miss this week as well. 
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QB: Kirk Cousins, Colt McCoy, Robert Griffin III 
RB: Alfred Morris, Matt Jones, Chris Thompson 
RB: Darrel Young 
WR: Pierre Garcon, Andre Roberts, Jamison Crowder, Ryan Grant, Rashad Ross, DeSean Jackson 
TE: Jordan Reed, Derek Carrier, Anthony McCoy 
PK: Dustin Hopkins 
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