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Epilogue

There are football matches, and then there are events that reshape the way the game is remembered. What unfolded at Lusail Stadium on 18th December 2022 belongs to the second category entirely. The dust has barely settled, and already it feels like something that will be discussed for decades — not just for what happened, but for how it happened, and what it cost both sides to get there.



	Statistic
	Argentina
	France




	
	::
	::



	Possession
	54%
	46%



	Total Shots
	20
	10



	Shots on Target
	10
	5



	Shots off Target
	7
	2



	Blocked Shots
	3
	3



	Expected Goals (xG)
	3.23
	2.27



	Big Chances
	5
	3



	Big Chances Missed
	2
	1



	Corners
	6
	5



	Fouls Committed
	26
	19



	Offsides
	4
	4



	Passes (Accuracy)
	635 (82%)
	532 (76%)



	Crosses
	1
	3



	Tackles
	23
	26



	Interceptions
	10
	9



	Clearances
	21
	18



	Saves
	2
	7



	Duels Won
	40%
	60%




Argentina were the dominant side across the full 120 minutes by almost every measure that matters. They controlled possession, generated more shots, accumulated a higher xG, and created more big chances. Hugo Lloris made seven saves. That number alone tells a story — France were under siege for long stretches, and yet they nearly escaped. That is the paradox at the heart of this final, and it is what makes it so difficult to process.

For 80 minutes, Argentina looked as though they were administering a controlled, professional dismantling of the reigning world champions. Messi had converted from the spot after Dembélé's clumsy challenge on Di María. Julián Álvarez had added a second. The stadium was theirs. Then, in the space of a few extraordinary minutes, Kylian Mbappé scored twice — a penalty and a volley — and the entire architecture of the match collapsed. Argentina, who had looked so composed, suddenly looked fragile. Otamendi's foul in the 80th minute had handed France the penalty that began the unravelling, and what followed was a period of genuine psychological crisis for a side that had seemed beyond reach.

Extra time brought more of the same torment. Messi restored Argentina's lead. Mbappé equalised again, completing his hat-trick. By the time the penalty shootout arrived, both sets of supporters had been through something that resembled emotional violence. The statistics — Argentina's xG of 3.23 to France's 2.27, their ten shots on target to France's five — felt almost irrelevant by then. Football had long since stopped being a game of numbers.

Emiliano Martínez was the decisive figure in the shootout, and he made no secret of his methods.

"When I see a little bit of fear, or when the player knows that if they miss they are out, or a miss gives us an 80 per cent chance of winning, that's when the chaos starts! I start whipping up the crowd, I start doing what I do." — Emiliano Martínez

His save in the 123rd minute had already kept Argentina alive. In the shootout, he turned Lusail into a psychological arena, conducting the crowd, manufacturing pressure, and feeding off the anxiety of the French takers. Whether one finds it admirable or unsettling, it worked. Gonzalo Montiel converted the decisive kick, and 36 years of Argentine waiting ended.

Lionel Scaloni, at 44, became the youngest manager to win the World Cup since César Luis Menotti. He spoke afterwards with the candour of a man who had just survived something.

"When we went around to see who wanted to take a penalty, we had two players too many. We always had players that wanted to take a penalty. Those are perhaps the toughest moments. When there are people behind the goal and 80,000 in the stadium, it's not the same as kicking while in training. But I think that it counts for something. You feel the ball, you feel the strike." — Lionel Scaloni

That detail — too many volunteers, not too few — says something important about what Scaloni built. This was a squad that had recovered from a humiliating opening defeat to Saudi Arabia and arrived at the final with collective belief intact. His tactical management throughout the tournament, and particularly his ruthless use of substitutions in this match, validated every decision he had made since taking the job.

Didier Deschamps, for his part, offered something characteristically blunt.

"We will be back."

— Didier Deschamps

Three words. No elaboration. It is the response of a man who knows that dwelling on what might have been serves no purpose, and who understands that his side came closer to back-to-back World Cup titles than any team since Brazil in 1962. His double substitution at half-time — removing both Giroud and Dembélé simultaneously — was widely acknowledged as the tactical intervention that transformed France's second half. It very nearly saved them.

The central figure, as he has been for so long, was Messi. Two goals, a performance of sustained brilliance across 120 minutes, and a moment of personal completion that he reached for in the only terms that felt adequate.

"When I won the World Cup, I had the same feeling as when my children were born. It's a feeling that's hard to explain, it's so special and so big that anything I say falls short. The way our country celebrated showed how much we needed and wanted this to happen again after so long." — Lionel Messi

"It was amazing. Everything changed for me that day. We finally got what we had dreamed of so much, the thing I've wanted for so long in my career. And it finally came at the end." — Lionel Messi

There is nothing left to add to that. The debate that has followed Messi across his entire career — the one that demanded a World Cup as the price of admission to the very top of football's hierarchy — has been rendered obsolete. Goal.com put it plainly in the immediate aftermath: he is now immortal. Whether one agrees with that framing or finds it excessive, the sentiment captures the mood of a night when the sport felt as though it had resolved something it had been arguing about for years.

For Argentine supporters, the emotional journey of this single match — from euphoria to stunned silence to agonising tension to delirium — compressed everything their football has meant since 1986 into 120 minutes and a penalty shootout. For France, there is the particular cruelty of having been dead and buried, having clawed their way back twice through one player's extraordinary brilliance, and still losing. Mbappé's hat-trick in a World Cup final is a performance that deserves its own reckoning, and it will get one. But tonight, it belongs to the losing side.

The final whistle at Lusail did not just end a football match. It closed a chapter that had been open for a very long time.237.1. The final image of Lusail was not of a match, but of a man. Wrapped in a black bisht, the traditional robe of royalty, Messi lifted the gold into the night sky. The confetti was a storm of silver, the noise was a wall of thunder, and for the first time in his professional life, the man who had seen everything looked as though he finally had nowhere else he needed to be. The ghost of 1986 didn't just leave the building; it was replaced by a living sun.

237.2 Thirty-six years was a long time to wait. But as the lights dimmed in Doha, and the fans began the long walk back to the metro, the consensus was unanimous: it was just long enough.
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