Week of January 12, 2019
Match of the Week: Becky Lynch vs. Charlotte Flair vs. Carmella: SmackDown Women's Championship No. 1 Contender's Triple Threat Match - SmackDown Live, January 8
No. 1 contender's matches have been all the rage in WWE as of late, and it helps that almost all of them have been excellent from an in-ring standpoint. The Triple Threat main event for this week's SmackDown Live was no exception, as three of the blue brand's most elite female athletes battled for the opportunity to vie for the SmackDown Women's Championship at the Royal Rumble. Any one of them could have realistically come out on top, making the nearfalls that much more suspenseful. It was an exciting affair that saw Lynch clinch the victory and earn the title shot in the end.
Superstar of the Week: Sasha Banks
It's been a while since Sasha Banks was last involved in the Raw Women's Championship picture, but on Monday night, she stepped up to the plate and challenged current champion Ronda Rousey to a match at the Royal Rumble. But first, she had to topple familiar foe Nia Jax. It was a hard-fought match, and although it wasn't exactly pretty at times, Banks managed to withstand the pain and punishment to punch her ticket to the Rumble. Banks vs. Rousey is bound to be a clash for the ages, but whether Banks can get the job done when it matters most remains to be seen.
Show of the Week: WWE NXT, January 9
With TakeOver: Phoenix quickly approaching, NXT is looking to lock the card into place. The black-and-yellow brand did just that this week by announcing the NXT Tag Team title and NXT North American Championship matchups for the anticipated event, as well as feature a full hour of entertaining action. Rivalries were renewed when Adam Cole avenged his loss to EC3 and Bianca Belair beat Nikki Cross. Throw in a strong segment to start the show and a showcase for Fabian Aichner and Martel Barthel and you have yourself an excellent edition of NXT TV.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Seth Rollins, John Cena and Finn Balor vs. Dean Ambrose, Drew McIntyre and Bobby Lashley: WWE opened Raw a bit different than usual this week with an all-out brawl, which was a refreshing change of pace and helped set the tone for the remainder of the night. This star-studded six-man match not only furthered a few different feuds, it also allowed Rollins to pin Ambrose so they could meet in a rematch later in the show. Plus, it was just a very entertaining outing. It's always cool to see Cena mix it up with members of the current roster, and as he announced here, he'll be taking part in this year's Royal Rumble.
· Dean Ambrose vs. Seth Rollins: This was a vast improvement over their TLC clash for the Intercontinental Championship, and I liked that they took full advantage of the Falls Count Anywhere stipulation by taking their fight all over the arena. The bad blood between the two felt real and the pace they worked was excellent. My only issue with this bout was the tainted ending with Bobby Lashley interfering and costing Rollins the victory. I have no problem with Ambrose retaining his title, but the finish fell flat for me.
· Rey Mysterio and Mustafa Ali vs. Andrade "Cien" Almas and Samoa Joe: All of these men were confirmed for the men's Rumble this past week, hence the reason for this match. It was a terrific mix of talent with everyone shining at one point or another. Mysterio and Ali had strong chemistry as partners while Joe and Almas were the perfect foils for them. Most importantly, Almas scoring the victory for his team was the right call. He has been overlooked since arriving on SmackDown Live last year and deserves a real chance to break out in 2019.
· Cedric Alexander vs. Hideo Itami: These two previously did battle over the WWE Cruiserweight Championship last year, so it was already apparent they were capable of creating greatness. Sure enough, they killed it in the main event of 205 Live on Wednesday night, where the winner would advance to the Cruiserweight title Fatal 4-Way at the Royal Rumble. In a surprising turn of events, Itami ended up advancing.
· Bianca Belair vs. Nikki Cross: It was has been known for weeks that Cross is headed to either Raw or SmackDown in the not-so-distant future, so it was imperative that she wrapped up her rivalry with Belair before making her main roster debut. After all, Belair will be vying for the NXT Women's Championship at TakeOver: Phoenix later this month, so this was her shot to prove she's worthy of the golden opportunity. The EST of NXT has been beating people left and right over the last year, but she lacked that one truly memorable performance until now. Cross certainly brought the best out of Belair and played a pivotal role in putting her over effectively. Shayna Baszler better be ready for Belair's innovative offense come TakeOver.
This Week's Low Points
· Braun Strowman and Brock Lesnar face off: I've mentioned before how unimpressed I've been with this rivalry since it was originally revisited a few months ago. I was hoping Strowman and Lesnar would do something drastic on Monday's Raw to change my mind, but it ended up being extremely uneventful. Strowman seemed to flub/forget his lines, and if that wasn't bad enough, he and Lesnar didn't make any contact whatsoever. Why bother bringing in Lesnar for that? I realize WWE might want to save the physicality for the Royal Rumble, but it made for a less-than-stellar segment that failed to get fans excited for their encounter.
· Apollo Crews and Ember Moon vs. Jinder Mahal and Alicia Fox: The Mixed Match Challenge has been over for weeks, yet Mahal and Fox are apparently still a pairing for whatever reason. They are immediate channel-changers for me, but at least they put over Crews and Moon here. It was a decent mixed tag team match, but the timing of it was strange having occurred during the third hour. By that point, Raw was already struggling to hold my interest, and considering this had no storyline ramifications, it felt like a waste of time.
· Bobby Roode and Chad Gable vs. The Revival: The last Raw Tag Team Championship clash between these two teams ended with the wrong member of The Revival being pinned, so I wasn't sure why lumberjacks were necessary for the rematch. Per usual, they added absolutely nothing to this. If anything, they served as a sad reminder as to how depleted Raw's tag team division is at the moment. The Revival should have finally captured the twin titles here, but instead, they were the victims of a fluky finish yet again. I'm sure another rematch is only inevitable.
· Elias vs. Baron Corbin: Elias won back-to-back bouts against Bobby Lashley late last month and appeared to be on the right trajectory on Raw. He then rekindled his rivalry with Corbin, only to lose to him in decisive fashion on Monday. I understand WWE wanting to give Corbin some credibility (especially considering how damaged is coming off his run as Raw General Manager), but it shouldn't have come at the expense of Elias.
· Rusev and Shinsuke Nakamura: I thoroughly enjoyed the United States Championship match Rusev and Nakamura had on the Christmas edition of SmackDown Live, but it appears promos aren't their strong suit. Rusev going from being somber on SmackDown this week to intense in a matter of minutes was an odd transition, and all of this came across as awkward, including Nakamura's backstage ambush on Rusev. I desperately want to care about this program, but it's difficult due to the belt being reduced to a prop in recent months. It's obvious these segments are simply killing time before their likely rematch at the Rumble, where Rusev will retain and Nakamura will continue to flounder as he has for the better part of the past year or so.
