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Dontayvion Wicks was on the receiving end of both touchdown passes from Jordan Love in Green Bay's 17-9 victory over the Bears. The win pushed the Packers into the playoffs for the first time since 2021. The Packers’ path this week is simple. If they win, they'll have a date in San Francisco next week

as they'll be the lowest remaining seed.
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‘Rebuilding season’ turns into playoff appearance

Young core works through season-long ups and downs to reach postseason

By LUKE REIMER
Green & Gold Express

In what was supposed to be a rebuild-
ing season, the Green Bay Packers, led
by first-year starting quarterback Jordan
Love, have clinched a wild card spot and
the seventh seed in the NFC Playoffs.

Coming into the season, it seemed
fairly unlikely that this iteration of the
Green Bay Packers would be able to
come anywhere close to sniffing a playoff
spot.

With a core of a first-year start-
ing quarterback, a wide receiver room
where no player had more than one year
experience and a defense that had a lot to
prove, Green Bay was able to win when
it mattered, including wins against the
Detroit Lions, New Orleans Saints, Min-
nesota Vikings and Chicago Bears.

How was that possible though? While
a lot of credit has to go to the develop-
ment and improvement of Love as a
passer, there was also the emergence
of players like Jayden Reed, Bo Melton,
Devonte Wyatt and Isaiah McDuffie.
There were no Pro Bowl selections for
the Packers this year, meaning that there
was not one player who was dominant. It

was a team effort and the belief from the
players, coaches and front office that the
playoffs were an actual possibility.

“You guys see it every week. He has
stepped up when his number has been
called, and that is really all you can do in
that position,” said Love, on the im-
proved play from Melton. “I think he has
been making some huge plays for us over
the last couple of weeks and just stepped
up into a role that we needed him to step
into.”

That comment about Melton from
Love can probably translate to a variety
of players. That idea of just being ready
when their number is called has done
wonders for this team, and Melton’s suc-
cess has sort of become a microcosm for
where this Packers team is at.

With how young the team was, the be-
ginning of the season, and even into the
middle of the season, was tumultuous.

There was a few game stretch where
the Packers lost games on last play
interceptions. There were games where
the team couldn’t complete a pass to the
middle of the field. There were games
where the defense looked like it didn’t
belong in the NFL.

But through all of that, no one fal-

tered, and no one gave up on the season,
leading to an improbable run to the
playoffs.

“I think (the season) is rewarding in
the fact that everyone counted us out,”
said Packers head coach Matt LaFleur.
“We were struggling and we held it all
together, and to get here was special. Our
last regular season game at home, to have
that kind of environment - a lot of times
during the national anthem, you just kind
of look around and say, ‘Wow, this is re-
ally special.”

With that being said, there is still a lot
of football yet to be played for the Green
Bay Packers. That comes this weekend
when the team has to travel to Dallas to
face a familiar face in Mike McCarthy.

The Cowboys have shown that they
are one of the better teams in the NFL all
season, but there is no reason why Green
Bay can’t win this game. Like the Kansas
City Chiefs game, or the Detroit Lions
game, Green Bay is going to be the un-
derdog, but to beat Dallas, it has to keep
that mentality of playing as a team and
having everyone buy into what LaFleur
and his staff are selling.

The playoffs are almost like a reset on
the season. No matter how good or bad

a team played throughout the season, it
sits atop the 14 best teams in the NFL.
The Packers are just that - a top-14 team
in the NFL.

While it may be on the bottom end
of that top 14, it is not a guarantee that
the lowest seed in the NFL doesn’t win
a Super Bowl. Look at Green Bay’s most
recent Super Bowl victory. It came in as
a six-seed and won three games on the
road en route to beating the Pittsburgh
Steelers in the Super Bowl.

Now, obviously, this team is much
different than that 2011 team, but just as
everyone counted that year’s team out,
everyone was counting this team out.

“It was tough - a 2-5 start - but the
main thing that we did was stick to-
gether,” said Love. “Everybody came into
the building finding ways to try and get
better, improve themselves and make the
team better, so it has obviously been a
process for us. It hasn’t been easy. There
have been a lot of ups and downs, but we
stuck together, were able to get on a win
streak and put ourselves into this posi-
tion, so credit to everyone in the locker
room.”

Once again, that all starts this week-
end with the Dallas Cowboys.
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Packers clinch playoft spot after beating Bears

Quarterback Jordan Love reaches 4,000 passing yards, running back
Aaron Jones becomes sixth player in Green Bay history with 8,000 career yards

By LUKE REIMER
Green & Gold Express

Green Bay Packers head coach Matt
LaFleur boosted his record against the
Chicago Bears to 10-0, as the Packers beat
the Chicago Bears in a 17-9 victory at
Lambeau Field on Jan. 7 to clinch a wild
card spot in the NFL Playoffs.

Quarterback Jordan Love finished the
game completing 27-o0f-32 passes for 316
yards and two touchdowns. The big day
from Love put him over the 4,000-yard
milestone on the season.

Dontayvion Wicks was on the receiv-
ing end of both touchdown passes from
Love.

Jayden Reed was the biggest benefac-
tor of Love’s big day, as the Michigan
State alum totaled 112 yards on four recep-
tions. Bo Melton had another big day for
the offense, as he totaled 62 yards on five
receptions.

As for the run game, Aaron Jones led
the attack, rushing for 111 yards on 22 car-
ries.

“I think that we have been getting bet-
ter every game,” said Love, on the state of
the offense heading into the playoffs. “Ev-
ery week, we are finding ways to improve
and get better, and now we are in the
dance. So we are going to continue doing
the same thing that we have been doing
and try to find ways to get better, but I
like where our offense is moving. We are
moving in the right direction.”

The Packers’ defense made life dif-
ficult for Bears quarterback Justin Fields
and company. Fields completed 11-0f-16
passes for 148 yards. Khalil Herbert was
the leading rusher for Chicago on the day,
recording 28 yards on 12 carries. Superstar
receiver D.J. Moore was held to just 64
yards on four receptions.

The Bears opened the game with a 10-
play drive that resulted in a 50-yard field
goal from kicker Cairo Santos. Green Bay
responded with a 12-play, 52-yard drive.
During the drive, Jones accounted for 34
rushing yards, while Wicks caught a 19-
yard reception. After Love was sacked on
third-and-6 from the Bears’ 15-yard line,
Anders Carlson was asked to attempt a 41-
yard field goal, which sailed wide left.

The Packers made up for the missed
field goal as the defense forced Chicago to
punt. Taking over at their own eight-yard
line, Love and the offense moved quickly.
On the second play of the drive, Love
connected with Reed for a 32-yard gain.
A few plays later, Melton picked up 10
yards, and then Jones added another 12 on
the ground. Facing a third-and-one from
Chicago’s 10-yard line, Love dropped back
and connected with Wicks for a 10-yard
touchdown to score the first touchdown
of the game.

After Santos connected on another
field goal, this time from 39 yards out,
Green Bay took over from its 25-yard line
with 1:17 left in the second half. The of-
fense immediately moved down the field,
with Love connecting with Melton to gain
24 yards. With an added 13-yard reception
from Jones, Green Bay found itself with
a first-and-10 from the Chicago 38-yard
line. Two plays later, Love tested fate and
threw a jump ball to the corner of the end
zone, which was almost intercepted by a
Bears defender. Insult added to injury for
Green Bay, as Love connected with Wicks
for a three-yard gain, but the referee ruled
that Wicks was tackled in bounds and
the clock struck zero to go into halftime.
Though Green Bay did not have an oppor-
tunity to attempt a field goal, the Packers
still led 7-6.

“That last play, we had double out
routes called on both sides, and when I
got the snap, I felt the corner tricking it
pretty hard. So I wish that I would have
just thrown it out of bounds,” said Love.
“I threw it to Wicks, and the DB made a

Quarterback Jordan Love finished the Bears game completing 27-0f-32 passes for 316 yards and two touchdowns. The big day from Love put him over the 4,000-yard milestone
on the season. He has thrown for 4,159 yards and has a passer rating of 96.1.

great play and tackled him going back-
wards. So that is a play that I will learn
from and just stash that in the memory
bank and move forward.”

Coming out of halftime, Green Bay im-
mediately got a spark, as the team moved
46 yards in four plays. Marching down to
the Bear’s 12-yard line, Love connected
with Wicks for the rookie receiver’s sec-
ond touchdown of the game.

“He is just resilient,” said LaFleur, on
how he was able to perform so well in
a playoft-like environment. “Those are
things that you cannot coach. You can sit
there and talk about it until you are blue
in the face; however, that is something
that he possesses, and I admire him for
that.”

On Chicago’s ensuing drive, Fields and
the Bears’ offense used its rushing attack
to work down to the Packers’ 48-yard
line. Faced with third-and-seven, Pack-
ers linebackers Quay Walker and Rashan
Gary and defensive lineman Karl Brooks
sacked Fields for a three-yard loss, forcing
Chicago to punt.

Green Bay capitalized on the forced

punt, as it rode Jones and Melton to 24
yards on the first five plays of the drive.
With the ball at midfield, Love rolled left
and ran up field, but was hit by Bears
defensive back Tyrique Stevenson and
fumbled the football, which was recov-
ered by Chicago.

Taking over at its own 42-yard line,
Chicago was faced with a third-and-seven.
Fields dropped back and completed a
12-yard pass to Moore to pick up a first
down. As Moore dropped to the ground
to make the catch, it appeared the ball
moved in his hands, which resulted in
LaFleur throwing the red challenge flag.
The play was upheld, and Green Bay was
penalized with a timeout. Fields respond-
ed on the next play, by rolling to his left
and firing a 27-yard strike to tight end
Cole Kmet, to set up first-and-10 from the
Green Bay 17-yard line. Two plays later
on third-and-10, Fields’ pass intended for
Kmet was broken up by Packers defensive
back Carrington Valentine, setting up a
35-yard field goal from Santos.

Leading 14-9, Love connected with
Reed on the first play of the drive for a 59-
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yard gain down to the Bears’ 13-yard line.
On third-and-four from the Bears’ seven-
yard line, Love fired a dart to the back of
the end zone intended for Melton.

As Melton came to the ground, the ball
appeared to be bobbled and it was called
an incomplete pass. After the referees got
together to discuss the call, the ruling was
changed to a touchdown. Upon further
review, it was ruled that Melton did not
possess the ball before stepping out of
bounds, and Green Bay was forced to set-
tle for a 25-yard field goal from Carlson.

Chicago responded by driving down to
the Packers’ 43-yard line where, on third-
and-five, Fields’ pass was batted down,
setting up a fourth-and-five. Gary jumped
offsides, and Chicago was awarded a
first down. While Chicago picked up the
first down, Fields was forced to leave
the game, stemming from a hit earlier
on the drive. He was only forced to miss
one play, though, and after a holding call,
Brooks sacked Fields to set up a third-
and-22 from midfield. Fields’ next pass
was thrown too high, and Chicago was
once again forced to punt.
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Backed up to its own
five-yard line, Green Bay
eventually faced a third-and-
two from its own 14-yard
line. On the crucial down,
Love once again connected
with Reed, this time for 15
yards. After Reed’s recep-
tion, Green Bay rode the
legs of Jones for 14 yards,
before facing a third-and-
seven from its own 43-yard
line. On the third-down
play, Love stepped up in the
pocket, rolled to his right
and threw a pass across his
body, which connected with
tight end Tucker Kraft to
pick up the much-needed
first down.

Green Bay picked up one
more first down to ice the
game, as three kneel downs
from Love put the Packers
into the playoffs. During the
last drive of the game, Jones
became the sixth player in
Green Bay history to reach
the 8,000 total yard mark.

Green Bay will now take
on the Dallas Cowboys after
the Los Angeles Rams beat
the San Francisco 49ers
in Week 18, setting up a
matchup against former
Packers head coach Mike
McCarthy.

“It is going to be great
for our team, in terms of we
have to go on the road and
earn it,” said LaFleur. “Cer-
tainly going to Dallas is not
going to be an easy task. I
have got a lot of respect for
what Coach McCarthy has
been able to establish there
- they have a lot of great
players ... so we are going to
have to be at our best to go
down there and come away
with a victory.”

Aaron Jones became the sixth player in Green Bay history with 8,000 career yards. Against the Bears, he rushed for 111 yards on 22 carries.
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THE VITALS

GREEN BAY PACKERS
AT DALLAS COWBOYS
TIME AND DATE: 3: 30 p.m.
Sunday
LOCATION: AT&T Stadium
TV: Fox
RADIO: Flagship WRNW-FM
Milwaukee - 97.3; Packers Radio
Network
2023 RECORDS: Packers, 9-8.
Cowboys 12-5.

NFL SCHEDULE

Wild Card Weekend
Saturday, Jan. 13
Browns at Texans, 3:30 p.m.
Dolphins at Chiefs, 7 p.m.
Sunday, Jan. 14
Steelers at Bills, Noon
Packers at Cowboys, 3:30 p.m.
Rams at Lions, 7 p.m.
Monday, Jan. 15
Eagles at Buccaneers, 7p.m.

PACKERS SCHEDULE

Sept. 10 at Chicago W 38-20

Sept. 17 at Atlanta L 25-24

Sept. 24 vs. New Orleans W 18-17

Sept. 28 vs. Detroit 7:15 p.m. L
34-20

Oct. 9 at Las Vegas 7:15 p.m. L
17-13

Oct. 15 BYE

Oct. 22 at Denver 3:25 p.m. L
19-17

Oct. 29 vs. Minnesota Noon L
24-10

Nov. 5 vs. LA Rams W 20-3

Nov. 12 at Pittsburgh L 23-19

Nov. 19 vs. LA Chargers W 23-20

Nov. 23 at Detroit W 29-22

Dec. 3 vs. Kansas City W 27-19

Dec. 11 at NY Giants 7:15 p.m. L
24-22

Dec. 17 vs. Tampa Bay L 34-20

Dec. 24 at Carolina W 33-30

Dec. 31 at Minnesota W 33-10

Jan. 7 vs. Chicago, W 17-9
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Benny Sapp Il is a
strong safety for the
Green Bay Packers. He
played college football
at Northern lowa and
Minnesota. He was
thrilled to play against
the Vikings, a team
for which his farther
played. He said it was
an unbelievable feel-
ing. “Just being a kid,
going to the games, 8,
9 years old, learning
the ‘Skol' chant, see-
ing your dad in those
colors, meeting the
Vikings, Brett Favre at
the time, just hoping
that he'd win the game
and | can go in the
tunnel,” he said. “And
then now I'm actually
on the field. It was an
unbelievable feeling. It
was definitely a dream
come true for that
8-year-old, 9-year-old
kid and I'm glad that |
was able to do that for
him."

GREEN BAY PACKERS

Sapp fulfills dream of 8-year-old self

By JACOB WESTENDORF
Green & Gold Express

Benny Sapp III is a strong safety for
the Green Bay Packers. He played college
football at Northern Iowa and Minnesota.

His father, Benny Sapp II, was an NFL

cornerback. Also playing college football
at Northern Iowa, he was signed by the
Kansas City Chiefs as an undrafted free
agent in 2004. He also played for the Mi-
ami Dolphins and Minnesota Vikings.

How did it feel to make your NFL
“debut” playing your dad’s former
team?

“Oh, man, it was an unbelievable feel-
ing. Just being a kid, going to the games,
8, 9 years old — learning the ‘Skol’ chant,
seeing your dad in those colors, meeting
the Vikings, Brett Favre at the time, just
hoping that he’d win the game and I can
go in the tunnel. And then, now I'm actu-
ally on the field. It was an unbelievable

feeling. It was definitely a dream come
true for that 8-year-old, 9-year-old kid,
and I'm glad that I was able to do that for
him.”

Reaction to make the roster?

“My reaction was honestly just, ‘OK,
it’s another opportunity, and now my ex-
pectations just got higher.’ I'm just very
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blessed. because I know the opportunity
in the NFL is very small. I'm just glad
that I actually got an opportunity to show
what I can do with those three elevations
and show my value, what I can bring to
the team to help us win. Right now, it’s
special teams, and I'm going to give it
everything I’ve got because you’re one
play away. You can get a fumble, a forced
fumble. You can hold field position for
your defense by making a tackle on kick-
off inside the 20. It’s definitely a humbling
experience, from starting on practice
squad and going from Power 5 to FCS, just
overcoming those things. I just hope I get
to show people that, honestly, never give
up on yourself. Whatever opportunity you
get, take it with a full head of steam.”

You mentioned not giving up on
yourself. Was that hard back in high
school when you missed three years
with knee injuries?

“Oh, yeah, most definitely. The mental

part of the game for me, it was very tough.
Being a 14-year-old kid, getting treatment,
not even knowing what an ACL is and
then doing it again. And then move to
Minnesota and you get ready and now it’s
your senior year. It’s the first time playing,
and then you get hurt in the third game
in the warm-up, so I was only able to play
two games. Honestly, it just made my
mentality way better than what I thought
it could even be, because any opportunity
that I get or any task that I'm asked, it re-
ally doesn’t overwhelm me, because I feel
like those three surgeries and three years
sitting on the couch was the hardest thing
I’'ve ever had to do. So, any other obstacle
that gets thrown my way in life, in foot-
ball, it don’t matter, because it’s not as bad
as that. So, I'm just grateful, honestly.”
Would it have been easy to quit?
“Really, my little brother, my mom and
dad and my sisters and my family, hon-
estly. They sat there with me, holding the

jug when I needed to use the bathroom,
making me food, bringing me food on the
couch. So, honestly, just that right there
kept me going. And when I finally was
able to run and stuff like that, it just made
every moment sitting on the couch worth
it. So, that’s really my drive factor, my
mentality, just remembering those days
and knowing that any play can be your
last play. So, I just want to make sure my
last play I gave everything I got.”

With that, what did it mean to make
your debut vs. the Chargers?

“It was actually against my cousin (As-
ante Samuel), so it was pretty cool playing
against my cousin, you know — playing
with each other as a kid, playing murder
ball as a kid, throwing the ball around, go-
ing to workouts. Now, I'm actually about
to play him in action in a real game. It was
a quite a crazy experience. My family,
honestly, bought the tickets three months
prior to the game, because I was com-

ing to see my cousins. So it was just stars
aligning, and it was just a real grateful mo-
ment in my life. I'll never forget that day.”

Last time we talked, you picked
off a pass in the preseason game and
Rasul treated you like a hero. Where
are you a better player?

“I feel like I know every situation as
far as first down, second down, third
down. Where is the offense at on the
field? Determining the routes, learning
special teams, learning how to get an
edge on a defender or opponent that’s in
front of you, how to win. I think really
that’s the difference. I feel like I'm a way
different player on special teams than I
was in the preseason, because I really was
just winging it. Now, with the coaches
helping me out in the morning, telling
me the things I need to do and to watch,
and how to prepare for the film, I feel like
that’s a night-and-day difference from the
preseason.”
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KEYS TO THE GAME

Packers will be pressed to outscore
Dallas in wild card playoff game

By JACOB WESTENDORF
Green & Gold Express

The Green Bay Packers are in the
playofts.

Less than a year after making seismic
changes to their organization, and less
than three months after falling to 2-5, the
Packers are now 9-8 and headed to the
postseason for the first time since 2021.

The Dallas Cowboys are the NFC’s No.
2 seed by virtue of being the NFC East
Division champions and are coming off a
dominant win over the Washington Com-
manders to earn that division title.

The Packers rode a 300-yard passing
day from Jordan Love and a suffocating
defense to a 17-9 win over the Chicago
Bears at Lambeau Field.

A year after losing to Detroit in the
same scenario, the Packers redeemed
themselves just one year later.

The Cowboys are a different challenge.

The Bears’ offense, despite its fanfare,
is not a good one.

The Cowboys are a good offense.
They’re even better at home. Dak Prescott
is likely to finish in the top five of MVP
voting and may even win it.

He led the league in touchdown passes
this season.

They’re powered by superstar receiver
CeeDee Lamb to carry their offense and
still have a strong running game with
Tony Pollard.

Of course, the highlight of this match-
up is former Packers coach Mike Mc-
Carthy taking on his former team on the
opposing sidelines.

Dontayvion Wicks caught a 10-yard touchdown pass and a 12-yard touchdown pass from Jordan Love in the Packers

17-9 win over the Bears.

The Packers’ path this week is simple.
If they win, they’ll have a date in San
Francisco next week as they’ll be the low-
est remaining seed.

Here is what the Packers need to do to
earn themselves another week.

Jaire Alexander vs. CeeDee Lamb
Jaire Alexander has had a tumultuous
month to say the very least. Alexander has
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bounced in and

out of the lineup with a shoulder injury
that has cost him most of his season.

Then upon his return to the lineup, he
inserted himself as a game day captain,
which led to a suspension before the
Packers played the Minnesota Vikings on
New Year’s Eve.

Alexander seemed remorseful once he
was activated from the suspension list and

said he’d work on the things that he needs
to be better at.

Alexander was stellar in his return to
the lineup against Chicago. D] Moore had
one big play that looked like a coverage
bust, but otherwise Alexander kept him
quiet most of the day.

His second career interception came
in Dallas when Prescott targeted Amari
Cooper. Alexander was in the right place
at the right time.

This week, he’ll be matched up with
one of the best receivers in football. Lamb
was a popular name for the Packers to
target in a trade up during the 2020 NFL
Draft when they selected Jordan Love.

Instead, the Cowboys took Lamb, and
he has ascended to the top of the NFL.

He finished the year with more than
1.700 yards receiving and 12 touchdowns.

If the Cowboys need a big play, they
are targeting him.

For the criticisms that have followed
McCarthy, one thing is certain, he knows
how to get his best playmakers the ball.

It’ll be up to Alexander, who will likely
want this assignment, to slow him down
and make other players beat him.

Aaron Jones vs. Cowboys' defense

For all the conversation about the
young offense that has ascended, which
is completely deserved, the Packers’ best
player is still one of the oldest guys on
their offense.

Aaron Jones looks like he has not lost a
step at 29 years old.

He’s piled up more than 100 yards
rushing each of the last three weeks. Last
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Outside linebacker Rashan Gary (52) and defensive lineman Kenny Clark (97) celebrate after another big play

against the Chicago Bears' offense on Jan. 7.

week’s game was particularly impressive
as the Bears defense was the top-ranked
unit in the NFL against the run.

Jones ran for more than five yards a
carry and piled up 111 yards on 22 carries.

Perhaps what is more important is that
Jones has not been limited by either injury
or coaches’ decision.

Jones was the only running back to
carry the ball in Sunday’s win over the
Bears. With AJ Dillon potentially still
limited, the Packers will need to give the
Cowboys a healthy dose of Jones again.

The path to victory for Green Bay this
week is to limit possession for Dallas’
high-powered offense. Controlling the
clock might be an old school mentality,
but it might require some old schools of
thought with a sprinkle of new school to
get the Packers on to the second round.

Jones’ breakout performance came in
Dallas as a rookie, so this is a bit of a full
circle moment for him.

Jordan Love vs. Dak Prescott

These lines always seem a little silly.
No, the quarterbacks are not physically
facing each other. They’ll never share the
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field at the same time.

That being said, a quarterback always
knows who is on the other sideline. Tom
Brady used to say that he knew he would
probably need to put up points if he were
facing Peyton Manning.

That’s true this week for Jordan Love.
Love has played well down the stretch. He
has not thrown an interception since early
December when the Packers lost to the
New York Giants.

He threw two more touchdown passes
Sunday against Chicago and looks in com-
plete command of the offense.

He’ll be facing a Dallas offense that
can put up points in bunches. Prescott has
ascended to one of the best quarterbacks
in football this season and will likely find
success against Green Bay’s defense that
has struggled this season.

Love will need to put up points. The
rest of the offense will need to help him
as well. They scored 17 points but could
have easily had more if they held on to
two passes that were in their hands.

This isn’t a game where the defense is
going to hold Dallas to less than 20 points.
Love needs to be ready to match Prescott.
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