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Best plays in NFL history have a way of etching themselves into the memories of fans
and players alike, transcending the game itself. The National Football League (NFL) is
filled with moments that not only define careers but also change the trajectory of games
and seasons. From miraculous catches to game-winning touchdowns, these plays resonate
with the emotional highs and lows that come with being a football fan. This article will
explore some of the best plays in NFL history, examining their context, significance, and
the players who made them possible.

Defining Greatness: What Makes a Play Epic?

To understand what constitutes the best plays in NFL history, we first need to define the
qualities that elevate a play from a mere highlight to a legendary moment. Several factors
contribute to this:

e Impact on the Game: A play that leads directly to victory or a significant shift in
momentum.

e Skill and Execution: The level of athleticism, strategy, and precision that goes into
making the play.

e Context: The significance of the moment, such as playoff implications or a rivalry
game.

e Longevity: How the play is remembered over time, often becoming a part of NFL
lore.

With these criteria in mind, we can dive into some of the most unforgettable plays in NFL



history.

Top Plays That Changed the Game

The Immaculate Reception (1972)

One of the most famous plays in NFL history occurred during a playoff game between the
Pittsburgh Steelers and the Oakland Raiders. As the Steelers trailed late in the game,
quarterback Terry Bradshaw threw a pass that was deflected by a defender. In an
incredible stroke of luck and skill, Franco Harris caught the ball just before it hit the
ground and ran it into the end zone for a touchdown. This play not only secured a win for
the Steelers but also symbolized the beginning of a dynasty in Pittsburgh.

The Catch (1982)

In the 1981 NFC Championship Game, San Francisco 49ers quarterback Joe Montana led
a drive against the Dallas Cowboys. With time running out, Montana threw a high pass to
the back of the end zone, where wide receiver Dwight Clark made a spectacular leaping
catch. This moment, known as "The Catch," not only brought the 49ers to their first Super
Bowl but also marked the beginning of their dominance in the 1980s.

Super Bowl XLII: The Helmet Catch (2008)

One of the most iconic plays in Super Bowl history occurred when the New York Giants
faced the New England Patriots. With the Giants trailing and needing a miracle,
quarterback Eli Manning escaped a sack and launched a pass downfield. Wide receiver
David Tyree made a sensational catch using only his helmet, keeping the drive alive. The
Giants went on to score a touchdown, leading to one of the biggest upsets in Super Bowl
history.

Iconic Moments of Individual Brilliance

While team efforts often shine in the NFL, individual moments of brilliance can also lead
to legendary plays.

Barry Sanders' 1997 Touchdown Run

Barry Sanders is often regarded as one of the greatest running backs of all time, and his
1997 touchdown run against the Dallas Cowboys is a prime example of his unique skill set.



Sanders dodged multiple defenders with unmatched agility and vision, culminating in a
scintillating 40-yard touchdown. This play encapsulated the essence of Sanders' career
and left fans in awe of his abilities.

Odell Beckham Jr.'s One-Handed Catch (2014)

In a game between the New York Giants and the Dallas Cowboys, rookie wide receiver
Odell Beckham Jr. made a jaw-dropping one-handed catch that has since become a
defining moment of his career. The catch not only showcased Beckham’s remarkable
athleticism but also ignited a new trend in wide receiver play. It was a moment that
transcended the game, as it was featured in commercials and highlighted on countless
sports shows.

Plays That Defined Seasons

Some plays are not just memorable for their execution but also for their impact on an
entire season or franchise.

The Minneapolis Miracle (2018)

In the NFC Divisional Round, the Minnesota Vikings found themselves trailing the New
Orleans Saints with just seconds left on the clock. Quarterback Case Keenum threw a pass
to wide receiver Stefon Diggs, who managed to catch the ball and sprint into the end zone
after a missed tackle by the Saints’ defenders. The play, dubbed the "Minneapolis
Miracle," not only sent the Vikings to the NFC Championship Game but also gave the
franchise a moment to cherish forever.

The Music City Miracle (2000)

In the 2000 AFC Wild Card game, the Tennessee Titans were facing the Buffalo Bills. With
just 16 seconds left, the Titans executed a lateral play that involved multiple players
handling the ball. Wide receiver Kevin Dyson ultimately took the lateral and sprinted 75
yards for a touchdown, shocking the Bills and propelling the Titans to victory. This play is
often cited as one of the most thrilling finishes in NFL playoff history.

Unforgettable Defensive Plays

The best plays in NFL history aren't limited to offensive brilliance; defensive plays can also
leave an indelible mark on the game.



Malcolm Butler’s Super Bowl Interception (2015)

In one of the most shocking moments in Super Bowl history, New England Patriots
cornerback Malcolm Butler intercepted a pass intended for Seattle Seahawks wide
receiver Ricardo Lockette at the goal line. With only seconds left in the game, Butler's
interception sealed the victory for the Patriots and denied the Seahawks a second
consecutive Super Bowl title. This play is often remembered as a strategic blunder by the
Seahawks but is also a testament to Butler's awareness and skill.

Brian Urlacher’s 2006 Playoff Interception

Chicago Bears linebacker Brian Urlacher was known for his playmaking ability, and his
interception during the 2006 NFC Championship Game against the New Orleans Saints
highlighted this talent. Urlacher’s read on the quarterback and subsequent return helped
solidify the Bears’ victory and showcased the crucial role defense plays in championship-
caliber teams.

Conclusion: The Legacy of NFL Greatness

The best plays in NFL history are not just about the excitement of the moment; they
contribute to the rich tapestry of the NFL. They inspire future generations of players and
fans, and they remind us why we love this game. Each play tells a story, whether it’s about
perseverance, skill, or the sheer unpredictability of sports. As we continue to witness new
talent and emerging legends, we can only hope that the future holds more unforgettable
moments that will one day join this illustrious list. The legacy of the NFL is built on these
iconic plays, and they will continue to resonate for years to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is considered the greatest play in NFL history?

Many fans argue that 'The Immaculate Reception,' a play made by Franco Harris in 1972,
is the greatest play in NFL history due to its dramatic circumstances and the impact it had
on the Pittsburgh Steelers franchise.

What was the 'Helmet Catch' and why is it significant?

The 'Helmet Catch' refers to a play by David Tyree during Super Bowl XLII where he
caught a pass with his helmet, helping the New York Giants defeat the New England
Patriots and preventing their perfect season.

What famous play is known for its last-second



touchdown in the 2014 NFC Wild Card game?

The 'Minneapolis Miracle' is known for its last-second 61-yard touchdown pass from Case
Keenum to Stefon Diggs that led the Minnesota Vikings to victory over the New Orleans
Saints.

Which play is often referred to as the 'Hail Mary'?

The 'Hail Mary' refers to a long, desperate pass thrown into the end zone, most famously
associated with Roger Staubach's pass to Drew Pearson in a 1975 playoff game, which is
one of the earliest and most memorable examples.

What is the significance of the 'Tuck Rule' play?

The "Tuck Rule' play involved Tom Brady in the 2001 AFC Divisional Playoff game against
the Oakland Raiders, where a controversial call allowed the Patriots to tie the game,
leading to their eventual Super Bowl win.

What is 'The Catch' in NFL history?

‘The Catch' refers to a touchdown reception by Dwight Clark in the 1981 NFC
Championship Game, which helped the San Francisco 49ers secure a spot in Super Bowl
XVI and is iconic in NFL lore.

What was the 'Music City Miracle'?

The 'Music City Miracle' was a last-second lateral play executed by the Tennessee Titans
against the Buffalo Bills in the 1999 AFC Wild Card game, which resulted in a game-
winning touchdown.

Which play is known for its impact in Super Bowl LI?

The two-point conversion by the New England Patriots after their historic comeback
against the Atlanta Falcons in Super Bowl LI is considered one of the best plays,
solidifying their win in the first Super Bowl to go to overtime.
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