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A complete NBA Eastern Conference playoff breakdown 

By Tim Bontemps 

The NBA has always been criticized for lacking what has made the NFL into the juggernaut of the 

American sporting landscape over the past 25 years or so: parity. 

Unlike football, with 53-man rosters and a virtual guarantee of key injuries and roster turnover every 

season to give everyone a chance to compete year-in and year-out, basketball has always been a sport 

dominated by stars. That’s why only nine of the NBA’s 30 teams have won a championship since 1980 

and why six of those teams – the Lakers, Bulls, Spurs, Celtics, Heat and Pistons – have combined to win 

31 of those 35 titles. 

This season, however, there is no clear-cut favorite. The Warriors – with the presumptive MVP in 

Stephen Curry, Coach of the Year in Steve Kerr and possible Defensive Player of the Year in Draymond 

Green, plus a deep supporting cast and a historically great 67-15 regular season record – probably 

should be, but aren’t because they haven’t been in this position before and the overall depth in the 

Western Conference. 

That, combined with the emergence of the Hawks as the top regular season team in the East, the new-

look Cavaliers and the Bulls finally looking healthy sets us up for what should be a thrilling postseason, 

and one that could – particularly if the Warriors do manage to come away with the title – usher in a new 

era in the sport. 

With the playoffs set to begin Saturday afternoon, here is The Post’s Eastern Conference breakdown: 

No. 1 Atlanta Hawks vs. No. 8 Brooklyn Nets 

Breakdown: This series pits two teams that were tied together all season because of a trade three years 

ago. When the Nets acquired Joe Johnson from the Hawks back in 2012, Brooklyn made the fateful 

decision to agree to unprotected pick swaps with Atlanta in both 2014 and 2015. 

That pick swap is why the Nets couldn’t just blow their team up and tank at the trade deadline – 

something they might have done otherwise – and, in turn, that allowed the Nets to hang around the 

bottom of the Eastern Conference playoff picture and eventually back their way into the eighth seed in 

the East. 

Their reward? A first round series against the Hawks, who were so good over the first half of the season 

that Atlanta essentially locked up the top spot in the East before the start of February. 

How did the Hawks do it? By putting together a team that does a lot of the things that Gregg Popovich 

implemented with the Spurs – which isn’t surprising, considering that Atlanta’s coach, Mike 

Budenholzer, spent nearly two decades working alongside Popovich as an assistant in San Antonio 

before coming to run the Hawks in 2013. 



Atlanta can attack offensively from every position both off the dribble and in catch-and-shoot situations, 

has a versatile bench and a deadly array of 3-point shooting led by elite sharpshooter Kyle Korver. It’s 

hard to find anything not to like about this group. 

The Nets, on the other hand, stumbled and bumbled their way into the playoffs, getting blown out by a 

combined 50 points by the Bucks and Bulls this past week in games Brooklyn desperately needed to get 

into the playoffs – and then needed a fourth quarter comeback to beat an awful Orlando team at home 

in their season finale to even give themselves a chance to squeak into the playoffs when the Pacers lost 

in Memphis. 

Key Matchup: Al Horford vs. Brook Lopez 

If the Nets are going to find a way to make this a competitive series, they’re going to need Lopez to 

dominate inside. Lopez turned it on over the second half, averaging 19.7 points, 9.2 rebounds and 1.8 

blocks per game since the All-Star Break and scoring 30 or more points six times. 

Lopez has a massive size advantage over Horford, which should give the Nets an opportunity to control 

the tempo and potentially keep them within striking distance of the Hawks. At the same time, Horford 

has the ability to shoot from distance, and can also put the ball on the floor and drive to the rim – both 

of which will pull Lopez away from the basket and makes things difficult for the Nets defensively. 

X-Factor: Kyle Korver 

One of the secret fun things to watch this season was Atlanta streaking up the court on a fast break at 

home, and with every single fan inside Philips Arena watching Korver find an open space on the wings 

and hope he got a pass in order to launch a wide-open transition 3-pointer. 

Korver, arguably the league’s best shooter, has the ability to transform a game over the course of a few 

possessions if the Hawks can get him a few open looks in a row. It’s something the Nets simply cannot 

allow him to do if they want any chance of making this a series. 

Prediction: Hawks in 5 

The Nets have been far better ever since trading Kevin Garnett for Thaddeus Young at the trade 

deadline – and thanks to the presence of Lopez and several other players capable of creating their own 

offense could potentially win a couple games in this series. 

There is a reason, however, that the Hawks have been one of the best teams in the NBA this season, and 

despite having their foot off the gas the past two months, its hard to see this series as anything other 

than a tune-up for them before harder tests in future rounds. 

No. 2 Cleveland Cavaliers vs. No. 7 Boston Celtics  

Breakdown: The Cavaliers got the matchup they wanted. By tanking their back-to-back games against 

the Celtics over the weekend, Cleveland essentially guaranteed it would open up their first playoff series 



with LeBron James back in Northeast Ohio against the team James faced in his last playoff series with 

the Cavaliers. 

Unlike that series back in 2010, however, James is the one with the heavy artillery around him. Since 

trading for J.R. Smith, Iman Shumpert and Timofey Mozgov, the Cavaliers have been a different team, 

looking much more capable defensively while also getting a very good pick-and-roll man in Mozgov and 

a couple of extra perimeter shooters in Smith and Shumpert to go along with superstars James, Kevin 

Love and Kyrie Irving. 

For the Celtics, just making the playoffs is an achievement, given how Boston came into the season with 

a roster seriously lacking in talent and then later moved both Rajon Rondo and Jeff Green on to greener 

pastures – only to still make the playoffs anyway thanks to some terrific coaching from Brad Stevens and 

inspired play from trade deadline pickup Isaiah Thomas. 

Now Boston is playing with house money, with the Celtics having no expectations to do anything this 

season either internally and externally and, now that they’re in the playoffs, they can gain some 

valuable experience for their young players in the process, as well as begin to decide who is part of their 

core moving forward. 

Key Matchup: Kyrie Irving vs. Isaiah Thomas 

Whether James is able to lead the Cavs to a championship in his first year will largely depend on how 

Irving holds up in his first trip to the playoffs. As this season has progressed he’s proven he isn’t a point 

guard on a championship-level team – but he doesn’t have to be thanks to the presence of James, who 

passes like a point guard. That has allowed Irving to settle into a similar role to the one Dwyane Wade 

played next to James in Miami – just as a better 3-point shooter. 

Thomas, on the other hand, dragged the Celtics back into the playoff chase after being acquired from 

the Suns at the trade deadline. Like Irving, Thomas isn’t a traditional point guard – when he gets the ball, 

it’s generally either going to turn into a shot or Thomas driving to the hoop and being fouled to go to the 

line – but he’s given Boston the primary scorer they desperately needed. 

X-Factor: LeBron James 

Who else could it be? James came back to Cleveland to try and deliver the city and region its first 

championship in 50 years, and now begins his first crack at getting one. 

Boston has no one who can even come close to trying to check James – here’s guessing they’ll throw 

Evan Turner and Jae Crowder at him at first – and very few players with any playoff experience on their 

roster who plays a major role on their team. James will undoubtedly give them an education in playoff 

basketball over the next couple weeks. 

Prediction: Cavaliers in 4 



The fact Boston is even here at all is a great story. This is a team that has a bunch of young players that 

likely don’t have ceilings higher than that of bench players on championship contending teams – with 

the possible exception of Marcus Smart, who still has plenty of developing to do. 

But Stevens has managed to get them to the postseason anyway in what was an incredibly impressive 

coaching job. Now, however, the Celtics will become test subjects for Irving and Love, Cleveland’s 

playoff debutantes, as the Cavaliers get a nice, easy warm-up for what should be a war of a second 

round series against Chicago. 

No. 3 Chicago Bulls vs. No. 6 Milwaukee Bucks 

 Breakdown: The Bulls enter the playoffs healthy for the first time in three years – and for the first time 

since Derrick Rose first tore his ACL in Game 1 of Chicago’s first round series against the 76ers in 2012. 

Since then, he’s endured one injury after another, the Bulls have fought their way to two competitive 

playoff losses the past two seasons without Rose, but didn’t have anywhere near the firepower 

necessary to make a championship run. 

That isn’t the case this year, however, as Chicago is absolutely loaded. In Rose’s absence Jimmy Butler 

has turned himself into an All-Star caliber guard at both ends, and the Bulls have an incredible quartet of 

big men in Pau Gasol, Joakim Noah, Taj Gibson and Nikola Mirotic that give them unique ways of 

attacking their opponents. 

Milwaukee, on the other hand, wasn’t supposed to be here. Jason Kidd came to the franchise last 

summer after his stunning exit from Brooklyn, inheriting a team that won an NBA-worst 15 games in 

2013-14, and wasn’t supposed to get a whole lot better this season. 

But Kidd did a terrific coaching job, helping reintegrate veterans — Zaza Pachulia, O.J. Mayo and Jared 

Dudley — who were either injured or ineffective last season. Kidd also helped Giannis Antetokounmpo 

take a big step forward as a player at both ends of the floor – a combination that allowed the Bucks to 

become one of the league’s biggest surprises this season even after Jabari Parker, the No. 2 overall pick 

in the 2014 Draft, was lost with a torn ACL. 

Key Matchup: Derrick Rose vs. Michael Carter-Williams 

In another injury-plagued season, Rose has been up-and-down whenever he’s seen the court. But Rose 

has come back to the court over the past two weeks from surgery to repair a torn meniscus he injured 

back in late February, and at times has looked very impressive – specifically in having 22 points, six 

rebounds and eight assists against the Heat on April 11. 

Carter-Williams will be making his first playoff appearance after being acquired by the Bucks in a 

deadline-day trade with the 76ers and Suns. After struggling early, he was pretty good in April (16.9 

points, 5.3 rebounds, 6.0 assists) and his length could present some interesting challenges for Rose 

defensively. 

X-Factor: Giannis Antetokounmpo 



Everyone loves The Alphabet, a player who has Go-Go Gadget arms and seems capable of doing virtually 

anything on a basketball court. He can handle the ball, is developing as a shooter, and seems like he’s 

capable of dunking from the 3-point line. 

Antetokounmpo could make this series interesting if he can dominate his matchup with Mike Dunleavy. 

But while he’s always capable of a strong game, he’s only 20 years old and is still wildly inconsistent. 

Prediction: Bulls in 5  

The Bucks really are a great story, and deserve plenty of credit for the work they’ve done to get to this 

point. But this series is all about the Bulls, and specifically about Rose and whether or not he’s going to 

be able to be healthy and effective in these playoffs. 

With a potential second round matchup against the Cavaliers looming, the Bulls have a ton left to figure 

out – specifically how to integrate Rose back into the flow of things, and how to get all of their various 

pieces that have developed throughout the season to click into a cohesive group. While Milwaukee will 

present challenges – specifically thanks to their defense – it shouldn’t be enough of one to be more than 

a momentary speed bump. 

No. 4 Toronto Raptors vs. No. 5 Washington Wizards 

Breakdown: This is the series of two teams wishing they could turn back the clock to Jan 1. At that point, 

the Raptors were 24-8 and leading the Eastern Conference, and the Wizards were 22-9 and in third 

place. Since then, the Raptors have gone 25-25, the Wizards 24-27 and both come into the playoffs only 

being expected to make it out of the first round because they’re playing each other. 

The Raptors brought everyone back last summer after being one of the East’s surprise teams, winning 

the Atlantic Division before losing a heart-breaking seven game series to the Nets that ended with Kyle 

Lowry’s potential game-winning shot attempt inside Air Canada Centre being blocked by Paul Pierce. 

But after looking like real contenders through the opening weeks of the season, the Raptors collapsed 

over the past few months due to their defense falling off a cliff. Despite scoring a robust 105.7 points 

per 100 possessions, Toronto allowed teams to score 105.4 points per 100 possessions against them, a 

far cry from the top 10 defense the Raptors had a year ago. 

Meanwhile, Washington coach Randy Wittman has come under heavy fire for the way he’s run the 

team, and plenty are speculating that he could be looking for a new job whenever this season comes to 

an end. The Wizards have almost the exact opposite problem as the Raptors – they have one of the 

league’s top defenses, but have paired it with an offense that simply can’t get anything going. 

Why not? Well, Washington takes a lot of long 2-point jumpers – the most inefficient shots in basketball 

– but the Wizards also lack a lot of dynamic scoring options. Their best player, John Wall, has a spotty 

jumper, while Bradley Beal has struggled recently and their best scoring big, Nene, is always carrying 

some kind of injury. Combine that with a bench that isn’t exactly filled with firepower and you have a 

team that’s limping into the playoffs trying to patch together some kind of successful offense. 



Key Matchup: Kyle Lowry vs. John Wall 

This series could come down to whether or not Lowry’s back is healthy. After spending nearly three 

weeks sitting out in order to rest up for the playoffs, Lowry – who made his first All-Star team this year – 

returned for the final week of the season and struggled, shooting 34.4 percent from the field in four 

games. Toronto simply will not win a playoff series if he’s not playing at 100 percent. 

Wall, on the other hand, comes into the playoffs healthy after sitting out a few games to allow some 

nagging ankle issues to heal, and is hoping to build on the success Washington had a year ago, when the 

Wizards beat the Bulls in five games and then really should have knocked off the Pacers in the Eastern 

Conference Semifinals. 

X-Factor: Nene 

You never know what version of Nene you’re going to get – the one that is a guaranteed 20 and 10 guy 

on a nightly basis, or the one who is limited with injuries. 

For that reason, Nene can be one of the most frustrating players in the league to watch. But when he’s 

going, he can be a terror for opposing defenses. And given that Amir Johnson hasn’t had a great year for 

Toronto, if Nene brings it against the Raptors it could be the difference in this series. 

Prediction: Wizards in 6 

If these teams were playing virtually anyone else, it would be hard to do anything other than pick both 

of them to lose and head into the offseason with plenty of questions. But thanks to the Raptors losing to 

the Celtics on the second-to-last day of the season, one of them now has to make it to the second round 

of the playoffs. 

Pierce, who already is one of the most hated athletes in Toronto after his years in Boston and the way 

he tormented the Raptors during last year’s first round playoff exit, only made them angrier this week 

by saying he’s happy to be getting the Raptors in the first round of the playoffs. But for as much as that 

might bother the Canadians, the prediction here is that Pierce once again gets the last laugh. 



 

 


