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Tampa Bay won its first NFC 
South title since 2007 when 
Tom Brady threw for 232 yards 
and a touchdown and Antonio 
Brown made a grand return to 
the NFL in a 32-6 rout of host 
Carolina on Sunday.

In his first game since Oct. 13, 
Brown saw a prominent role 
on offense with Mike Evans 
and Chris Godwin sidelined by 
injuries, catching 10 passes for 
101 yards while being targeted 
15 times by Brady. 

Ronald Jones carried 20 
times for 65 yards and a touch-
down filling in for the injured 
Leonard Fournette. Tampa Bay 
also got big offensive contribu-
tions from unheralded players 
Ke’Shawn Vaughn and Cyril 
Grayson. 

The Bucs (11-4) put up 
391 yards on offense, and on 
defense, had seven sacks and 
limited the Panthers to two 
field goals.

Carolina (5-10) went with a 
dual-quarterback approach, 
starting Cam Newton (7-of-13 
for 61 yards and ran for 42 yards) 
and finishing with Sam Darnold, 
who went 15-of-33 for 190 yards.

Rams 30, Vikings 23
Brandon Powell returned a punt 

61 yards for a touchdown in the 
third quarter to lift visiting Los 
Angeles into the playoffs.

The victory also sent the Rams’ 
NFC West rival Arizona Cardinals 
into the postseason.

Sony Michel rushed for a 
season-high 131 yards and a score 
for the Rams (11-4), while Matt 
Gay made three field goals, and 
the Aaron Donald-led defense did 
its part, keeping the Vikings out of 
the end zone on two first-half trips 
inside the 10-yard line. 

Matthew Stafford had his first 
three-interception game since 
Sept. 10, 2018, when he was 
picked off four times for Detroit 
against the New York Jets. 

For the Vikings (7-8), Kirk Cousins 
had 315 yards on 27-for-38 passing 
with a touchdown.

Bills 33, Patriots 21
Josh Allen threw for three 

touchdowns and visiting Buffalo 
hung on to beat New England to 
vault the Bills back into first place 
in the AFC East title race. 

Buffalo (9-6) now holds 
tiebreakers over the Patriots and 
Dolphins, and is in the driver’s seat 
to win its second straight division 
title. Allen finished 30 of 47 passes 
for 314 yards, and he also rushed 
12 times for 64 yards. 

Eagles 34, Giants 10
Jalen Hurts threw a touchdown to 

lineman Lane Johnson, linebacker 
Alex Singleton returned an 
interception for a score and host 
Philadelphia continued its late-
season playoff push with a win. 

The Eagles (8-7) have won six 
of eight after opening the season 
losing five of seven and moved 
into the seventh playoff spot in the 
NFC. They could clinch a playoff 
berth with a win and some help 
next week.

Raiders 17, Broncos 13
Josh Jacobs rushed for 129 

yards and host Las Vegas came 
from behind to stay relevant in the 
AFC playoff picture.

With the win, the Raiders (8-7) 
severely damaged the postseason 
chances for AFC West rival Denver 

(7-8), which dropped its third 
game in the last four.

Las Vegas quarterback Derek 
Carr completed 20 of 25 passes 
for 201 yards with one touchdown 
and an interception. Zay Jones 
had six receptions for 50 yards 
and Hunter Renfrow had three 
catches for 40 yards and one 
touchdown.

The Broncos had a 13-7 lead at 
halftime, but the Raiders took the 
opening drive of the second half 
75 yards over nine plays. Jacobs’ 
performance on the ground 
marked his first 100-yard rushing 
game of the season.

Falcons 20, Lions 16
Matt Ryan threw a tiebreaking 

12-yard touchdown pass to Hayden 
Hurst early in the fourth quarter 
and host Atlanta held on late to 
preserve its slim playoff hopes.

Foye Oluokun’s interception 
of Lions fill-in quarterback Tim 
Boyle’s pass at the Atlanta 1 with 
33 seconds remaining preserved 
the win. It was the first interception 
of the game for Boyle, who made 
his second career start as Jared 

Goff remained on the reserve/
COVID-19 list.

Bears 25, Seahawks 24
Jimmy Graham caught a 15-yard 

touchdown pass from Nick Foles 
with 1:01 remaining, and Damiere 
Byrd made an acrobatic reception 
for the 2-point conversion for 
visiting Chicago. 

Making his first start since last 
season, Foles led the Bears 80 
yards in the closing minutes, 
capping the drive with his TD 
toss to Graham, who spent three 
seasons with the Seahawks. 
Graham posted up a pair of 
smaller defensive backs to make 
the catch in the corner of the end 
zone. 

On the 2-point attempt, Foles 
threw late, but Byrd got his knee 
down in the end zone with multiple 
Seattle defenders trying to push 
him over the back line.

It was a stunning conclusion to 
rare snow game in Seattle that 
eliminated the Seahawks (5-10) 
from the NFC playoff picture. 
Russell Wilson was 16 of 27 for 
181 yards and two touchdowns.

Jets 26, Jaguars 21
Zach Wilson threw a touchdown 

pass and ran for another to 
outduel Trevor Lawrence, and 
short-handed New York used a 
goal-line stand at the end of the 
game to hold on at home.  

It was the fourth matchup of 
rookie quarterbacks taken with the 
first two picks in the draft — and 
the No. 2 selection came out on 
top. Barely.

Wilson set a Jets record for a 
quarterback with 91 yards rushing, 
highlighted by a 52-yard score 
— the longest run by a QB in 
franchise history. He was 14-of-22 
for 102 yards passing, including 
a TD pass to offensive lineman 
Conor McDermott. Braxton Berrios 
returned a kickoff 102 yards for a 
touchdown, and Michael Carter 
ran for 118 yards on 16 carries for 
New York. 

Texans 41, Chargers 29
Rex Burkhead ran for a 

career-high 149 yards and two 
touchdowns, and host Houston 
took advantage of three turnovers 
to beat Los Angeles. Both teams 
were missing more than a dozen 
players because COVID-19 
protocols.

The playoff chances for the 
Chargers (8-7), who entered in 
second place in the AFC West, took 
a serious blow with the loss to the 
lowly, if recently improved, Texans. 
Houston (4-11) had 16 players on 
the COVID-19 list but managed to 
win consecutive games for the first 
time this season. 

Rout by KC dims Pittsburgh playoff hopes
Dave Skretta

The Associated Press

KANSAS CITY, Mo. — The Pittsburgh 
Steelers arrived at Arrowhead Stadium 
on Sunday with their playoff hopes 
already beginning to fade. 

Then, they played like a team ready 
to disappear into the offseason.

Ben Roethlisberger was picked off on 
a first-half flea flicker that helped Kan-
sas City build a big early lead. Chris 
Boswell missed a field goal. Diontae 
Johnson inexplicably dropped the ball 
for a fumble. Roethlisberger also fum-
bled in the fourth quarter. 

But the Chiefs had built an insur-
mountable lead on their way to a 36-10 
victory and their sixth straight AFC West 
title. The Steelers (7-7-1) were left even 
further behind the AFC North-leading 
Bengals (9-6) with two games left in the 
regular season.

The first half was a microcosm of the 
entire game: Pittsburgh punted twice 
after drives went nowhere, Roethlis-
berger was picked off on another, there 

was a turnover-on-downs and the 
team a missed a field goal before half-
time mercifully arrived.

By that point, the Steelers were in a 
23-0 hole, becoming the first team in 
NFL history to trail by at least that many 
points at halftime in three straight road 
games. And lest anyone think they’ve 
been better at Heinz Field, the Steelers 
failed to score a touchdown in the first 
half of their fifth straight game for the 
first time since 1940.

Roethlisberger went 23 of 35 for 159 
yards as the Steelers offensive line was 
dominated by the Chiefs’ defense. It 
didn’t help that his wide receiver corps 
kept dropping passes and making mis-
takes — Ray-Ray McCloud may have 
made the biggest one when he was 
called for taunting after a catch with 
his team trailing 30-0.

Najee Harris wasn’t a whole lot more 
effective on the ground this week after 
being bottled up by Tennessee last 
week. The rookie running back carried 
19 times for 93 yards on Sunday, but 

the vast majority of his yardage came 
with the game out of reach.

Then there’s the Pittsburgh defense, 
which watched the Chiefs march 83 
yards on their opening drive and never 
slowed them down. 

Kansas City scored on its first four 
drives, taking a 23-0 lead, and coach 
Andy Reid’s crew would have been  
5-for-5 had fill-in kicker Elliott Fry not 
missed a 39-yard field goal wide left 
before the half. 

Patrick Mahomes was 23-of-30 for 
258 yards and three touchdowns — 
and didn’t have for a target tight end 
Travis Kelce, who is still on the COVID-19 
list. Mahomes’ numbers would have 
been more impressive, too, but the 
Chiefs were so far ahead in the fourth 
quarter that they put Chad Henne into 
the game to finish it out.

The Steelers somehow managed to 
beat the Titans last week despite gain-
ing 168 yards of total offense. They 
didn’t come close to pulling off the 
same trick in Kansas City.

AMERICAN CONFERENCE
EAST

  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
Buffalo 9 6 0 .600 427 264 4-3-0 5-3-0 6-5-0 3-1-0 4-1-0
New England 9 6 0 .600 388 260 3-5-0 6-1-0 7-3-0 2-3-0 3-2-0
Miami 7 7 0 .500 285 312 5-3-0 2-4-0 5-5-0 2-2-0 3-2-0
e-N.Y. Jets 4 11 0 .267 276 449 3-5-0 1-6-0 4-7-0 0-4-0 0-5-0

SOUTH
  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
Tennessee 10 5 0 .667 357 326 6-2-0 4-3-0 6-4-0 4-1-0 4-1-0
Indianapolis 9 6 0 .600 420 316 4-4-0 5-2-0 7-3-0 2-3-0 3-2-0
e-Houston 4 11 0 .267 248 401 2-6-0 2-5-0 4-7-0 0-4-0 3-2-0
e-Jacksonville 2 13 0 .133 217 396 2-6-0 0-7-0 2-8-0 0-5-0 0-5-0

NORTH
  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
Cincinnati 9 6 0 .600 410 324 4-4-0 5-2-0 7-3-0 2-3-0 4-1-0
Baltimore 8 7 0 .533 355 356 5-2-0 3-5-0 5-6-0 3-1-0 1-4-0
Pittsburgh 7 7 1 .500 301 371 5-2-1 2-5-0 5-5-0 2-2-1 2-2-0
Cleveland 7 8 0 .467 314 329 5-3-0 2-5-0 4-6-0 3-2-0 2-2-0

WEST
  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
y-Kansas City 11 4 0 .733 421 306 7-2-0 4-2-0 6-4-0 5-0-0 4-1-0
L.A. Chargers 8 7 0 .533 408 411 4-4-0 4-3-0 5-5-0 3-2-0 2-2-0
Las Vegas 8 7 0 .533 316 387 4-4-0 4-3-0 6-4-0 2-3-0 2-3-0
Denver 7 8 0 .467 298 260 4-4-0 3-4-0 3-7-0 4-1-0 1-3-0

NATIONAL CONFERENCE
EAST

  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
x-Dallas 10 4 0 .714 401 293 4-2-0 6-2-0 2-3-0 8-1-0 4-0-0
Philadelphia 8 7 0 .533 398 318 3-4-0 5-3-0 2-3-0 6-4-0 2-2-0
Washington 6 8 0 .429 283 351 3-4-0 3-4-0 1-4-0 5-4-0 1-2-0
e-N.Y. Giants 4 11 0 .267 248 365 3-4-0 1-7-0 1-4-0 3-7-0 1-4-0

SOUTH
  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
y-Tampa Bay 11 4 0 .733 442 312 6-1-0 5-3-0 4-0-0 7-4-0 3-2-0
New Orleans 7 7 0 .500 313 285 2-4-0 5-3-0 2-2-0 5-5-0 2-2-0
Atlanta 7 8 0 .467 278 400 2-5-0 5-3-0 3-1-0 4-7-0 2-3-0
e-Carolina 5 10 0 .333 277 345 2-6-0 3-4-0 2-3-0 3-7-0 2-2-0

NORTH
  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
y-Green Bay 12 3 0 .800 383 324 7-0-0 5-3-0 4-1-0 8-2-0 3-1-0
Minnesota 7 8 0 .467 384 372 4-3-0 3-5-0 2-3-0 5-5-0 3-1-0
e-Chicago 5 10 0 .333 265 373 2-5-0 3-5-0 2-3-0 3-7-0 2-3-0
e-Detroit 2 12 1 .167 259 386 2-5-0 0-7-1 0-4-1 2-8-0 1-4-0

WEST
  W L T Pct PF PA Home Away AFC NFC Div
x-L.A. Rams 11 4 0 .733 416 326 5-2-0 6-2-0 3-1-0 8-3-0 3-2-0
x-Arizona 10 5 0 .667 394 306 3-4-0 7-1-0 4-1-0 6-4-0 4-1-0
San Francisco 8 7 0 .533 377 334 3-4-0 5-3-0 2-2-0 6-5-0 1-4-0
Seattle 5 10 0 .333 306 307 2-5-0 3-5-0 3-2-0 2-8-0 2-3-0
e-Eliminated from playoffs; x-clinched playoff spot; y-clinched division

CHIEFS 36, STEELERS 10

AP

Pittsburgh running back Najee Harris is stopped by Kansas City 
middle linebacker Anthony Hitchens, a Clearview High graduate,  
during the second half Sunday in Kansas City, Mo. 

BROWNS
From C1

Bengals and Ravens can’t 
get to 10 wins, or the Steelers 
to 9-7-1.

So the Browns need the 
Bengals to lose to the Chiefs 
(11-4) on Sunday in Cincin-
nati. The Ravens must also 
lose one of their two home 

games — vs. the Rams (11-
4) next week or against the 
Steelers in the finale.

The wild card picture is 
fuzzier because of all the 
teams in the mix, but the 
Browns remain in the hunt 
and in need of help.

The Patriots and Colts hold 
two of the three available 
spots at 9-6, with the Char-
gers, Raiders and Ravens at 
8-7.

Chiefs build large lead, clinch sixth straight AFC West title

Tampa Bay ends title drought

PETRAK
From C1

Yet Baker Mayfield threw 36 passes 
— including four interceptions — and 
was sacked five times, compared with 
25 runs, including two by Mayfield. 
For a team built on the run and with 
a quarterback who was cleared Sat-
urday morning from the COVID-19 
reserve list after nearly two weeks in 
isolation, the imbalance infuriated a 
segment of fans.

Safety John Johnson III, or at least 
his Twitter account, was an early critic 
as he watched from home with a 
hamstring injury.

“RUN THE DAMN BALL,” he 
tweeted with an emoji of a face with 
rolling eyes. He followed with: “Pass 
will come. Omg”

First of all, a player publicly crit-
icizing the coach is a bad look. And 
just as it applies to the fans, Johnson 
doesn’t know everything that goes 
into Stefanski’s decisions, including a 
crazy amount of film study.

This isn’t a blanket defense of Ste-
fanski. The system and play calls are 
his, and the offense simply hasn’t been 
good enough for much of the season.

The Browns are 7-8 after two 
straight two-point losses and need to 
win their last two games and get help 
to make the playoffs. They entered 
Week 16 ranked tied for 19th in the 
NFL with 20.9 points a game, includ-
ing 13.6 over the previous five games.

Stefanski, who was NFL Coach of 
the Year in 2020 in his first season, 
went against tendencies Saturday 
in an attempt to spark the offense 
and keep the Packers off-balance. In 
the first half he replaced the beloved 
three-tight end formations with 
three-wideout packages and threw 16 
times while running nine. The Browns 
had struggled on the ground in recent 
weeks, dropping from first in the NFL 
to fifth.

They trailed 21-12 at halftime, but 
the play calls didn’t deserve the bulk 
of the blame. On five possessions not 
including the final kneel-down, the 
Browns scored two touchdowns and 
Mayfield threw three interceptions.

The first pick came when the 
officials missed an obvious hold on 
the Packers that prevented receiver 
Donovan Peoples-Jones from getting 
to the deep pass. The second was a 
terrible throw on the edge of the red 
zone as Mayfield faded away from the 

target for no reason. Mayfield blamed 
himself for that and the third inter-
ception, which was thrown behind 
receiver Jarvis Landry on a miscom-
munication.

Stefanski’s plan and calls had the 
Browns moving up and down the field 
for 202 yards to the Packers’ 204.

I can’t argue with the overall suc-
cess in the first half. I do take issue 
with the play call on the final inter-
ception of the half with the Browns 
trailing 14-12.

Mayfield had just made arguably 
his best throw on an in route to 
receiver Rashard Higgins for 16 yards 
on third-and-15, moving the ball 
to the Cleveland 40-yard line at the 
two-minute warning. Maybe Stefanski 
gained confidence with the comple-
tion, but I would’ve throttled down, 
run the ball and tried to exhaust the 
clock and take a lead into halftime.

Landry may have been open if 
he continued downfield, but Rasul 
Douglas duped Mayfield, got the first 
of his two picks and set up Aaron 
Rodgers for a touchdown drive. 
Instead of holding a halftime lead, the 
Browns were behind 21-12.

Stefanski used more two- and 
three-tight end packages in the sec-

ond half and the Browns rushed 16 
times after only nine in the first half. 
The mix of run and pass and strong 
play from an undermanned defense 
provided the Browns the opportunity 
to win on the final drive.

They got the ball at their 25-yard 
line with 2:05 left and three timeouts. 
Chubb rushed for 4, 10 and 4 yards, 
then Mayfield missed tight end David 
Njoku and threw 7 yards to Chubb.

At midfield with 59 seconds 
remaining, Stefanski stayed with the 
pass. Many fans didn’t agree with the 
decision.

Njoku was open on a first-down 
crossing route, but Mayfield threw 
wide. The second-down screen to 
D’Ernest Johnson was broken up. The 
third-down in route to Peoples-Jones 
was intercepted after the officials 
missed Douglas’ pass interference.

Stefanski told reporters after the 
game he was trying to score a touch-
down, which made sense because 
rookie kicker Chris Naggar had 
missed the first extra point in his 
NFL debut. If the plan was to score a 
touchdown, passes were necessary. 
And passes when the defense least 
expects them are the easiest to com-

plete.
So the first-down call made sense 

— Stefanski just needs Mayfield to 
make the throw. The Browns had 
killed the Packers with screens, so 
it’s hard to criticize the second-down 
call. And a flag should’ve been thrown 
on third down.

Maybe Chubb would’ve broken a 
run to score or set up a touchdown. 
And the timeouts certainly gave Ste-
fanski that option.

But the same people who ripped 
substitute play caller Alex Van Pelt 
for handing off to Chubb on third-
and-3 with a lead in the final minutes 
against the Raiders wanted nothing 
but Chubb with 50 yards to go.

Stefanski wasn’t perfect Saturday 
and hasn’t been as good in his second 
season in Cleveland. But he’s a smart 
coach who will learn from the mis-
takes.

And would benefit from a quarter-
back who makes his decisions to pass 
look better.

Contact Scott Petrak at 329-7253 
 or spetrak@chroniclet.com. 
Like him on Facebook and follow him 
@scottpetrak on Twitter.

Thursday’s game
Tennessee 20, San Francisco 17

Saturday’s games
Green Bay 24, Cleveland 22
Indianapolis 22, Arizona 16

Sunday’s games
Atlanta 20, Detroit 16
Buffalo 33, New England 21
Cincinnati 41, Baltimore 21
Houston 41, L.A. Chargers 29
L.A. Rams 30, Minnesota 23
N.Y. Jets 26, Jacksonville 21
Philadelphia 34, N.Y. Giants 10
Tampa Bay 32, Carolina 6
Chicago 25, Seattle 24
Kansas City 36, Pittsburgh 10
Las Vegas 17, Denver 13
Washington at Dallas, 8:20 p.m.

Today’s game
Miami at New Orleans, 8:15 p.m.

Sunday, Jan. 2
Atlanta at Buffalo, 1 p.m.
Carolina at New Orleans, 1 p.m.
Jacksonville at New England, 1 p.m.
Kansas City at Cincinnati, 1 p.m.
Las Vegas at Indianapolis, 1 p.m.
Miami at Tennessee, 1 p.m.
N.Y. Giants at Chicago, 1 p.m.
Philadelphia at Washington, 1 p.m.
Tampa Bay at N.Y. Jets, 1 p.m.
Denver at L.A. Chargers, 4:05 p.m.
Houston at San Francisco, 4:05 p.m.
Arizona at Dallas, 4:25 p.m.
Detroit at Seattle, 4:25 p.m.
L.A. Rams at Baltimore, 4:25 p.m.
Minnesota at Green Bay, 8:20 p.m.

Monday, Jan. 3
Cleveland at Pittsburgh, 8:15 p.m.

ROUNDUP

AP

Chicago wide receiver Damiere Byrd grabs a 2-point 
conversion pass in the end zone over Seattle’s Ugo 
Amadi with 1:01 remaining in the game Sunday in Seattle. 
The score made the difference in the Bears’ 25-24 win.


