Week of December 31, 2016
Match of the Week: AJ Styles vs. Dolph Ziggler vs. Baron Corbin: WWE Championship Triple Threat Match - SmackDown Live, December 27
As amazing of a year as AJ Styles has had, there were not one but two Superstars standing in his way of walking into 2017 as WWE Champion: Dolph Ziggler and Baron Corbin. Both men were named the new No. 1 Contenders to the strap on last week's edition of SmackDown Live after an impressive outing, meaning Styles didn't have to be pinned to lose his title. Despite that, he remained resilient and refused to give up the gold so easily. And to their credit, Corbin and Ziggler came close to clinching the championship on several occasions. Ziggler has held his own at the main event level in the past, but this was Corbin's first true test in proving himself as a top-tier talent and I thought he passed with flying colors. In the end, it was The Phenomenal One who secured the victory and his prestigious prize by pinning Ziggler.
Superstar of the Week: John Cena
For many months, we indeed could not see John Cena, but he returned to WWE on Tuesday with a message to send to the rest of the roster that he hasn't "gone Hollywood." Hell, he even claimed the "New Era" was garbage and that it was actually the "My Time is Now Era." Cena wasted no time in announcing his intentions to challenge for the WWE Championship at the Royal Rumble, making the ending outcome of the night's main event on SmackDown Live all the more exciting. What did he do exactly to earn himself a shot at the strap on one of WWE's biggest nights of the year? I'm still asking myself the same thing, but him vs. AJ Styles for a third time is quite the marquee matchup for the event, if nothing else. Could he be closing in on his historic 16th world championship? Only time will tell, but I wouldn't doubt it.
Show of the Week: WWE SmackDown Live: Wild Card Finals, December 27
SmackDown Live did a hell of a job of promoting its Wild Card Finals special these past two weeks, and it paid off in a big way by beating Raw in the ratings for the first time since the 2016 WWE Draft! And if you watched the show, it isn't hard to see why. It was a pretty perfect episode from start to finish with John Cena kicking off the evening and declaring himself the new No. 1 Contender to the WWE Championship. From there, American Alpha won a very fun Fatal 4-Way Elimination tag team match to become the new SmackDown Tag Team Champions. After that, Alexa Bliss successfully retained her SmackDown Women's Championship against Becky Lynch before AJ Styles contested a terrific Triple Threat match with Dolph Ziggler and Baron Corbin. This was a hell of a way for the blue brand to end the year on a high note.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Cesaro and Sheamus vs. The New Day: Raw largely bored me to tears this past Monday night, but among the few highlights was this tremendous title match that was certainly on par with their Roadblock encounter. Cesaro and Sheamus have become a really entertaining tandem and should have a fun run as champs. Meanwhile, New Day are having their best matches yet. Now that they've lost for the second straight time to the European duo, I'm curious as to where they go from here. They don't need to turn heel, nor do they need to split up. Rather, they can simply go their separate ways and branch off into singles competition while remaining a cohesive unit.
· Seth Rollins vs. Braun Strowman: This was a logical follow-up to Strowman decimating the former Shield stablemates to close out Raw the week prior. However, I fear WWE held off on Strowman facing Roman Reigns because they're saving that match for WrestleMania 33. Here's hoping that isn't the case. At any rate, the match didn't last long at all, which was why this worked. If anyone can carry Strowman to a good match, it's Rollins, so this was enjoyable for the time it was allotted. The non-finish also protected both guys.
· The Wyatt Family vs. American Alpha vs. The Usos vs. Heath Slater and Rhyno: All right, so it's only fair I call out the three challenging teams in this match for not being worthy of a title shot after criticizing John Cena earlier. That said, this was a highly entertaining Fatal 4-Way Elimination tag team match on SmackDown Live. The eliminations were well done and they definitely picked up the pace down the stretch. I was pleasantly surprised to see American Alpha capture the championships and hope they can continue to build momentum in the new year. Please don't break up the Wyatts just yet.
· #DIY vs. Tajiri and Akira Tozawa: Speaking of tag team matches I really liked, this was a great effort on this week's episode of NXT from Osaka, Japan. The titles were never in jeopardy of changing hands because was taped weeks ago, but the in-ring action itself was excellent and all four guys worked wonderfully together. Tajiri is set to return to 205 Live this coming week, and I'm looking forward to that, but why hasn't Tozawa arrived on the program yet?
· Neville vs. Rich Swann: I never thought I'd say that the two most compelling characters to me on Raw right now are Strowman and Neville. The Man That Gravity Forgot has successfully rejuvenated himself by turning heel and he's been a strong addition to the Cruiserweight division thus far. This was an awesome match from two of the best athletes the division has to offer right now and they told a solid story with Swann working over the injured back of Swann. They'll obviously face off in a rematch for the title eventually, but I would be shocked if they waited until the Royal Rumble. I wouldn't complain if they did, though, as it's less than a month away now.
This Week's Low Points
· Kevin Owens vs. Roman Reigns: Yes, we received the same match we did eight days earlier. This time, though, the United States Championship was on the line and not the WWE Universal Championship. What a fresh main event!... said no one. Their matches tend to be hit or miss and while this was a standard main event, it was pretty predictable how it would play out. I might have liked the match more if it was the blow-off to the feud, but they still have that Universal title match coming up at the Royal Rumble next month. Raw needs to do a better job of cycling guys in and out of the main event scene so the show isn't relying on the same four faces to carry it.
· The Club vs. The Golden Truth: Truth be told (no pun intended), I likely would have included this match in the "Low Points" column anyway because it didn't serve a purpose and hardly held my interest. But the real reason why this match was a major "Low Point" for me this week was the lazy set-up. WWE used the memory of Dusty Rhodes to build to a tag team match no one could have cared less about. They obviously didn't know who they were offending by doing that, but it seemed like such a stupid thing to do in the first place.
· Enzo Amore, Big Cass, Rusev and Jinder Mahal: This might have been the least awful segment we've seen from these guys since the program started about a month ago, but I remain tempted to fast forward through anything involving them. Same shit, different week. I just don't know what they're trying to get out of it because no one has benefited whatsoever. Rusev, Enzo and Cass all feel less relevant, and including Mahal virtually establishes it as an undercard feud. I'm sure we'll get the tag team match match on the first Raw of 2017, but I'm already checked out.
· Asuka vs. Nia Jax: I thoroughly enjoyed their encounter from NXT TakeOver: The End back in June, but this match didn't do anything for me. Granted, it was from a live event, but I'm sure there were better bouts from the live event that could have been televised. I guess they just wanted to air Asuka's homecoming in Japan, which is cool, but the match left a lot to be desired. Of everyone on the main roster, I'm shocked Jax was the one they decided to use for this tour.
· Cedric Alexander vs. Tony Nese: Alexander is by far one of the most over athletes WWE has to offer in its Cruiserweight division at the moment, and this angle with Alicia Fox has been decent so far, but putting him in random matches on 205 Live won't do him any favors. I liked how his feud with Noam Dar was furthered backstage, but this match paled in comparison to everything else on the show this week. That isn't to say it was a bad bout, but Nese barely has a character, so I doubt he gained much heat from beating the fan favorite. He and Drew Gulak wrestle almost every week, yet nobody knows anything about them, so it's hard to take them seriously as competitors.
