Week of December 30, 2017
Match of the Week: Johnny Gargano vs. Aleister Black vs. Killian Dane vs. Lars Sullivan: NXT Championship No. 1 Contender's Fatal 4-Way MAtch - NXT, December 27
Drew McIntyre's injury left fans questioning who Andrade "Cien" Almas would defend his newly won NXT Championship against at TakeOver: Philadelphia, but the No. 1 Contender's Fatal 4-Way held on this week's edition of NXT answered that question. Four of the black-and-yellow brand's most impressive athletes clashed for a chance to gun for the gold next month, and none of them held anything back. Lars Sullivan, Aleister Black, Killian Dane and Johnny Gargano took their fight all around the arena, but in the end, it was Gargano who emerged victorious.
Superstar of the Week: Kevin Owens
I don't know if I would so far as to say that AJ Styles vs. Kevin Owens was one of WWE's most "ruthless rivalries" this year, but they did produce some solid matches in 2017 and they closed out the year with another enjoyable encounter on this week's edition of SmackDown Live. It was far from great, mind you, but they made the most of the time they had before Sami Zayn and Shane McMahon interfered. Plus, it resulted in a huge victory for Owens, who now possibly moves into WWE Championship contention. Owens could be golden again sooner rather than later.
Show of the Week: WWE NXT, December 27
In all honestly, I was fairly surprised that Raw and SmackDown Live were completely throwaway on Monday and Tuesday respectively given it was a holiday week. That said, you didn't miss much if you didn't tune into either show, whereas NXT delivered an awesome episode for the third consecutive week, featuring two blockbuster bouts. First, Ember Moon successfully defended against Raw Superstar Sonya Deville, and then, a new No. 1 contender to the NXT Championship was crowned in the fun Fatal 4-Way main event. NXT is riding a wave of momentum heading into 2018.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Seth Rollins and Jason Jordan vs. Sheamus and Cesaro: I'm curious as to what the original plans for The Shield would have been had Dean Ambrose not gotten hurt, but basically slotting Jordan in Ambrose's spot is certainly interesting. As soon as this match was positioned as the main event, I assumed a title change was coming, and that was exactly what happened. The Chicago crowd wasn't red-hot for the enjoyable action, but they did pop for the finish that saw Jordan pin Cesaro clean to score the tag titles for himself and Rollins. How will this affect his heel turn, which seemed to be only inevitable?
· Roman Reigns vs. Samoa Joe: Reigns and Joe have always had such strong chemistry together and they produced another entertaining matchup on Monday's Raw. Unlike the main event, I didn't think for a second that the Intercontinental title was changing hands, but the I liked the match for what it was. That said, the conclusion could have been better executed. Reigns getting himself disqualified because he shoved the referee slightly was weak, and then he continued to act like a heel afterward by attacking Joe.
· John Cena vs. Elias: I never expected to put a bout pitting Cena against Elias in the "Highlights" column, but here we are. Cena said nothing about what the future holds for him, but I figured he wouldn't anyway considering it was a holiday show. I appreciated how Elias was made to look strong while in the ring with Cena and he definitely gained something from the outing, even in defeat. He has plenty of potential as we enter the new year and I hope he's wearing gold in the not-so-distant future, because he's proven he can hang with the best the Raw roster has to offer.
· Bobby Roode vs. Baron Corbin: I was beyond bored by their initial one-on-one encounter prior to Clash of Champions, but this was a vast improvement over that. Both Roode and Corbin brought an intensity that wasn't there before and it helped that the winner would advance in the United States Championship tournament. Roode was hugely over in front of the Chicago crowd, so not only was I glad that he won, I'm hoping he goes all the way and wins the title.
· Chad Gable and Shelton Benjamin vs. The New Day vs. Rusev and Aiden English: There was a time where the tag team division was SmackDown Live's Achilles' heel, but they've been absolutely killing it as of late. The Triple Threat match to determine the next set of challengers to the twin titles on Tuesday night was a ton of fun and an excellent showcase of some of the blue brand's finest tandems. The biggest takeaway from this matchup, in my opinion, was just how over Rusev was. The company would be out of their minds to not capitalize on that popularity of his. At any rate, Gable and Benjamin earning another shot at the SmackDown Team Team titles was the right call.
This Week's Low Points
· Cedric Alexander, Mustafa Ali and Akira Tozawa vs. Enzo Amore, Drew Gulak and Ariya Daivari: This match might have actually benefited from the Miracle on 34th Street Fight stipulation given fans wouldn't have cared either way. You had to know we were going to get some type of holiday silliness on the Christmas edition of Raw, so at least it was limited to this. However, seeing Gulak and Daivari dress up as elves and Amore dress up as Santa was fairly ridiculous and did nothing to make them look like threats whatsoever. On the bright side, Alexander's victory allowed him to maintain momentum before his title shot next week.
· Kane vs. Heath Slater: I don't understand WWE's obsession with attempting to rebuild Kane in 2017, but I guess he'll need as much credibility as possible before he challenges for the Universal Championship at the Royal Rumble. If nothing else, this was kept short and sweet and didn't drag on longer than it needed to. Rhyno wanting to "toughen up" Slater is a fun little story for the undercard, but the fact that's more compelling than Kane vying for Raw's top prize at the upcoming pay-per-view isn't a good sign in the slightest.
· Finn Balor vs. Curt Hawkins: I've gotten a kick out of Hawkins' losing streak storyline this year (I predict it will see him finally win a match on the 25th Anniversary of Raw show in Brooklyn against The Brooklyn Brawler), but Balor deserves way better than this. He has been battling the jobbers of Raw for the past month now and hasn't had a solid sense of direction in quite some time. He could be a viable option to win the Royal Rumble match if he actually had something going for him, but WWE doesn't appear to have any desire to make him a focal point of the program at the moment.
· Ruby Riott vs. Naomi: While this was a notable victory for Riott, the match itself was totally forgettable at only one minute in length. Meanwhile, the booking of SmackDown's women's division on the whole has been abysmal. The Riott Squad laid out Naomi and Charlotte Flair yet couldn't get the better of Natalya, Carmella, Tamina and Lana. I realize the women's Royal Rumble match is coming up soon, but it screams laziness. The SmackDown Women's title deserves more attention.
· Akira Tozawa vs. Tony Nese: WWE has tried to reboot Nese so many times over the last year that it's impossible to look at this as another possible push for him. The match itself was well-wrestled, but the crowd sat on their hands for a majority of it. Tozawa was at one point a pretty popular wrestler in the Cruiserweight division, but unfortunately, he has fallen far since the summer. During a backstage interview beforehand, he did address the Zo Train betraying him two weeks ago before brushing it off and explaining his "loyalty" to the group. I don't know, there is simply so little to get excited about in the Cruiserweight division right now and this was just a meaningless match on a show with next to no buzz.
