Week of January 13, 2018
Match of the Week: Roman Reigns, Seth Rollins and Jason Jordan vs. The Balor Club - Raw, January 8
This just might have been the closest we'll ever get to seeing The Shield vs. The Balor Club, so needless to say, I thoroughly enjoyed this as the main event for Monday's Raw. Jason Jordan is no Dean Ambrose, but he gelled well with Reigns and Rollins and all six wrestlers involved in the match had solid showings. It was especially exciting down the stretch and a nice taste of what The Balor Club is capable of as a unit. Plus, tension was teased between Jordan and his Shield teammates, so this was a successful outing all around that closed out Raw on a high note.
Superstar of the Week: The Miz
The Miz wasn't gone from WWE for much more than a month, but it might as well have been an eternity considering how he has carried the flagship show for the better part of the last year. He didn't waste any time at all making an impact upon his return by cutting an excellent promo about his exceptional 2017 and how he'll continue to raise the bar in 2018, starting by regaining his Intercontinental Championship from Roman Reigns. Later that night, he fired the first shot by laying out Reigns ahead of their title rematch on Raw's 25 anniversary show.
Show of the Week: Monday Night Raw, January 8
After last week's fairly lifeless effort, I thought Raw rebounded in a major way this past Monday night. From an in-ring standpoint, there weren't many above-average matches outside of the aforementioned main event, but I thought the show did an effective job in hyping up not only the Royal Rumble pay-per-view later this month but also the 25th anniversary edition of Raw in less than two weeks. Fans are highly anticipating the surprises that are in store at both events, so time will tell as to whether they can live up to the hype. Meanwhile, SmackDown Live on Tuesday was as forgettable as ever.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Braun Strowman attacks Brock Lesnar and Kane: It's no secret that I haven't been the biggest fan of the build for the Universal Championship Triple Threat match at the Royal Rumble, but this was by far the best thing these guys have done together yet. Paul Heyman's promo, while well-delivered, was pretty paint-by-numbers, but the brawl that ensued afterward between Strowman, Lesnar and Kane actually managed to capture my attention. Strowman attempting to murder dudes is always fun, and this time, he pulled an entire set down on his Rumble opponents. He isn't winning at the Rumble, but this was cool.
· "Woken" Matt Hardy vs. Curt Hawkins: It seems fans are split on the "Woken" Hardy character so far. He has been receiving relatively strong reactions in front of the live crowds, but some are not yet convinced that it will work, and I totally understand that. However, I thought this was a fun in-ring debut for Hardy in his new gimmick and I liked how it was different from your typical Matt Hardy match. That said, the post-match "laugh-off" with him and Bray Wyatt wasn't exactly riveting television. It's time to switch things up.
· Chad Gable and Shelton Benjamin promo: These two haven't received much promo time at all since joining forces at the end of the summer and I thought they made the most of the time they were given to talk on SmackDown Live this week, "demanding justice" for themselves. Benjamin stumbled at a few points, but Gable was particularly strong and he can be a real player if WWE got behind him as a singles star eventually. The 2-out-of-3 Falls match with The Usos for the SmackDown Tag Team Championship at the Royal Rumble should be a blast and could steal the show.
· Cedric Alexander vs. Tony Nese: It isn't often I include matches from 205 Live here in the "Highlights" column anymore, but this was a quality contest between two Cruiserweights who have history as well as chemistry with each other. Moreover, it told a solid story with Alexander feigning an ankle injury at the very end that led him to picking up the victory, playing off how Enzo Amore was "hurt" during their championship clash on Monday's Raw the night prior.
· Undisputed Era vs. Aleister Black and Roderick Strong: There is plenty of bad blood between these two teams at the moment, so it made perfect sense for Black and Strong to replace SAnitY at the last minute as challengers to the NXT Tag Team Championship. I didn't expect them to get a ton of time, but this was a very entertaining main event for Wednesday's NXT where the crowd was engaged in the action. The finish was excellently executed with Adam Cole costing the babyfaces the titles by distracting Black before ruthlessly attacking him afterward, thus setting up their Extreme Rules match for TakeOver: Philadelphia. I'm really looking forward to seeing them do battle.
This Week's Low Points
· Sheamus and Cesaro vs. Apollo Crews and Titus O'Neil: It looked like this was going to be nothing more than a match to allow Sheamus and Cesaro to continue building momentum ahead of their rematch for the Raw Tag Team Championship match. However, Crews and O'Neil scored the victory for no apparent reason. Perhaps it will lead to the heels getting their win back on next week's Raw, and if so, then this was pointless. If this will lead to Titus Worldwide getting added to the title match at the Royal Rumble, then why do that when you have The Revival readily available? They deserve a shot more than anyone right now.
· AJ Styles, Shinsuke Nakamura and Randy Orton vs. Kevin Owens and Sami Zayn: Although this was well-wrestled on the whole and sent the crowd home happy, I can't possibly a praise a main event with as many shenanigans as this. I realize the heels getting their comeuppance was only inevitable, but the several restarts brought back bad memories from the Payback 2016 main event when it also all about the authority figures. The WWE Championship couldn't feel like a bigger afterthought at the moment, which is a shame.
· Breezango vs. Rusev and Aiden English: The bloom has been off the rose with Breezango for many months, yet WWE chooses now to give them a one-off victory? Similar to Crews and O'Neil beating Sheamus and Cesaro on Raw, this was a totally illogical booking decision considering how over Rusev is as a babyface. Why must WWE insist on not capitalizing on people that get organically over on their own? There's a slight chance these losses are heading somewhere and he'll split from English in the near future, but seeing is believing because I don't have much faith in WWE.
· Becky Lynch vs. Ruby Riott: This could be a great rivalry for SmackDown Live's women's division down the road, but the timing wasn't right for it to happen on Tuesday night. Lynch needed a victory coming off her month-long absence from programming, but Riott shouldn't have been losing decisively. A non-finish would have worked, but we've seen plenty of those with the women lately. It was a solid enough match, but The Riott Squad doesn't have any heat at this point.
· Hideo Itami attacks Gentleman Jack Gallagher: Itami and Gallagher furthered their feud the best they could on 205 Live, but I can't say I was invested in anything they did. I like Itami and I like Gallagher, but because they're so limited on 205 Live, I highly doubt this rivalry will live up to its full potential, especially in the ring. Maybe it will simply take time, but Itami isn't getting over with the audience at the rate he should given how tremendous of a talent he is. I still say putting him on 205 Live is better than having him flounder on NXT, but the crowd sitting on their hands for this segment was not a good sign. Here's hoping he eventually finds himself in the WWE Cruiserweight Championship picture where he belongs.
