VOCABULARY - IDIOMS



Idiomatic Expressions 
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What are idioms?

Definition

An idiom (also called idiomatic expression) is an expression, word, or phrase that has a figurative meaning conventionally understood by native speakers. This meaning is different from the literal meaning of the idiom's individual elements. In other words, idioms don't mean exactly what the words say. They have, however, hidden meaning.

List of Idioms (alphabetical order)

A

a breath of fresh air
said about a new, fresh, and imaginative approach, a change that feels good.



The president says that the country needs a breath of fresh air. 


Category | nature
a life-saver
This phrase is used to refer to something or someone that saves a person in a difficult situation or critical moment.



Thank you so much for your help. You're a real lifesaver! 


Category | life
a little bird told me
said when you don't want reveal the source of your information.



"How did you know the news?" 
"Oh, a little bird told me." 


Category | animals
a whole new ball game
a completely different situation.



He has written so many short stories but writing a novel is a whole new ball game.


Category | sport
add fuel to the fire
(also add fuel to the flames) to make a problem worse; to say or do something that makes a bad situation worse.



Don't add fuel to the fire by laughing at him. He is furious about what you have already done 


Category | nature
an arm and a leg
a lot of money.



These glasses cost me an arm and a leg. 


Category | parts of the body
armchair critic
An armchair critic is a person who knows or pretends to know a lot about something in theory rather than practice.



He is such an armchair critic; he has no experience in the subject but he is ready to give plenty of advice. 


Category | furniture
at hand
The phrase at hand is an idiomatic expression that means nearby, or close by in time or in space.


A new cure for AIDS is at hand.
I don't have the company's phone number at hand at the moment.
at sixes and sevens
This idiom is used to describe a state of confusion or disarray.
William Shakespeare uses a similar phrase in Richard II:
But time will not permit: all is uneven, And every thing is left at six and seven.



John is at sixes and sevens after the death of his wife. 


Category | numbers
at your mother's knee
said about something that you learned when you were a child.



She learned to sing at her mother's knee. 


Category | parts of the body
B
backseat driver
1. A passenger in a car who insists on giving the driver directions. 
2. Anybody offering unsolicited or unwelcome advice.



My brother is such a backseat driver. I hate traveling with him. 


Category | travel
ball of fire
a person who is especially hard-working, high-achieving, ambitious, or active.



They say he is a real ball of fire. He has already demonstrated his wish to climb higher. 


Category | sport
be a cold fish
be a person who is distant and unfeeling



He rarely talks to his colleagues. He's a cold fish. 


Category | animals
be full of beans
said about someone who is active, lively, healthy and has a lot of energy and enthusiasm.



He's always full of beans when he goes to work. 


Category | health
be in deep water
to be in serious trouble.



The government is in deep water because of its plans for tax increases. 


Category | nature
be on the ball
to be well-informed and respond promptly.



We need someone who's on the ball to help us implement our plan. 


Category | sport
beat a dead horse
(Also flog a dead horse.) To persist or continue far beyond any purpose, interest or reason.



If you continue talking about something that cannot be changed, you are beating a dead horse. 


Category | animals
beats me
(Aso it beats me) I don't know; I have no idea.



Mickeal: What's the longest river in the world?
Alan: Beats me! 


Category | sport
bite your lip
to make an effort not to react to something.



He didn't like the management of the business but he had to bite his lip. 


Category | parts of the body
break your back
If you break your back to do something, you work very hard to do it.



I am not going to break my back to this job for such a low salary. 


Category | work
bring to the table
To bring something to the table means to contribute something to a group effort.



It is all about you bring to the table. 


Category | furniture
burn the midnight oil
Work hard, especially late into the night.



She was burning the midnight oil preparing for her daughter's wedding when she had a heart attack. 


Category | work
C
call it a day
to stop working for the rest of the day.



Why don't we call it a day? I'm really tired. 


Category | time
call the shots
If you call the shots you are in charge. You decide on the course of action and take the initiative.



This is my wedding party; I will call the shots. 


Category | war
chew the fat
To waste time talking or to chat idly.



As she had nothing to do, she wasted time chewing the fat with the neighbor. 


Category | food
cloud nine
This idiom is used to mean that you are in a state of extreme happiness.



He was on cloud nine after he passed the exam. 


Category | weather
                           come clean
to be honest and tell the truth.



She came clean about what she had done. 


Category | general
come to terms with
to gradually accept a sad situation.



I think he will come to terms with the death of his wife. 


Category | general
couch potato
Lazy person.



He is a couch potato. 


Category | food
D

dip your toe in the water
(also dip a toe in the water) said when you start something carefully because you are not sure whether it will work or not.



I am doing some volunteer work at the new school to try and dip my toe in the water of working in the education field 


Category | parts of the body
do the dirty work
The phrase do the dirty work means to do the disagreeable, illegal or dishonest things.



He always sends his assistant to do his dirty work. 


Category | work
                                   dog-eat-dog
said about a world where people do anything to be successful.



It's disheartening to know that we are living in a dog-eat-dog world. 


Category | animals
draw the curtain on / over
To draw the curtain on or over something means to bring it to an end.



I think it's time for me to draw the curtain on a long career of teaching. 


Category | furniture
E

easy come, easy go
said about something which is easily won or obtained and then soon spent or lost.



He lost a large amount of money in poker. But that's gambling; easy come, easy go. 


Category | general
every dog has its day
everyone has a time of success and satisfaction.



You may become successful in your business someday. Every dog has his day. 


Category | animals
                                 every Tom, Dick and Harry
said about something that is common knowledge to everybody.



Every Tom, Dick and Harry knows what happened. 


Category | names
F

face the music
said when someone accepts to confront the unpleasant consequences of one's actions.



After failing to manage the crisis, the manager had to face the music. 


Category | parts of the body
fall head over heels for someone
to be in love with someone very much; hopelessly smitten.



They fell head over heels in love with each other. 


Category | love
                              fill someone's shoes
The phrase to fill someone's shoes is an idiomatic expression that means to take over someone's function or responsibilities and fulfill them satisfactorily


My father will retire soon and he expects my elder brother to fill his shoes at the store. 


Category | clothes
G

get the sack
to be dismissed from employment.



Because he was always late, he got the sack. 


Category | work
give somebody the elbow
The phrase to give somebody the elbow is an idiomatic expression that means to end a romantic relationship or a friendship with someone.



She gave him the elbow because she couldn't bear the way he used to treat her. 



Category | parts of the body
go bananas
to become very angry.



He went bananas when he heard the news. 



Category | food
go in one ear and out the other
said about something which is heard and then quickly forgotten.



Stop talking to him. Whatever you say to him just goes in one ear and out the other. 



Category | parts of the body
go with the flow
To do what people do and accept things as they are.



Don't worry too much! Take it easy and go with the flow! 



Category | relationship
green with envy
consumed by envy; envious to the point where it is noticeable to others.



She was green with envy when she saw my new car. 



Category | colors
H

handle someone with kid gloves
to be very careful and polite to a person because you don't want to hurt him or her, or you don't want to to make him or her angry or upset.



He has become so sensitive after his divorce. You need to handle him with kid gloves. 


Category | clothes
have something up your sleeve
to have a secret plan



She still has got something up her sleeve, and it should solve all her problems. 



Category | clothes
have a chip on your shoulder
The phrase to have a chip on one's shoulder means to be be angry about something that happened sometimes in the past or to hold a grudge. 

The origin of the phrase comes from a north American custom. It became a convention during 1800s to place a chip on one's shoulder to show that they are ready for a fight if anyone dares to take the risk.

The New York newspaper Long Island Telegraph reported on 20 May 1830:

"when two churlish boys were determined to fight, a chip would be placed on the shoulder of one, and the other demanded to knock it off at his peril".


Although he has become a millionaire, he still has a chip on his shoulder about not going to university. 



Category | parts of the body
have ants in your pants
The phrase to have ants in your pants is an idiomatic expression that means to be very excited, restless, anxious or worried about something.



It's the first time that he dates a girl. That's why he's got ants in his pants. 


Category | clothes
have kittens
(also have a cow) to be very worried, upset or angry about something.



My father had kittens when I stayed out late yesterday. 


Category | animals
Hot potato
An awkward or delicate problem with which nobody wants to be associated.



Gun control in the United States has always been a hot potato for politicians. 


Category | food
I

in the bag
Certain or extremely likely to occur; assured about the success of somoething.



Don't worry about the final exam. It's in the bag. 


Category | general
in the blink of an eye
very quickly.



He disappeared in the blink of an eye. 


Category | parts of the body
in the pink 
healthy.



He has been in the pink since he decided to go on a diet and exercise regularly. 


Category | colors
J

John Hancock
a person's signature.



Put your John Hancock at the bottom of the page. 


Category | names
just what the doctor ordered
The idiom just what the doctor ordered means exactly what is required or wanted.



Alan: Orange juice?
Greg: Thanks! Orange juice is just what the doctor ordered. 


Category | health
K

keep an eye on
keep an eye on something/someone means to watch or look after something or someone.



Please keep your eye on my son while I go to the toilet. 


Category | parts of the body
keep your head above water
be just able to make enough money to survive.



After his financial problems,he can hardly keep his head above water. 


Category | parts of the body
L

lame duck
Someone or something that is disabled, helpless, ineffective, or inefficient.



What do you expect from a lame-duck mayor? 


Category | animals
learn by heart
(also learn by heart) to memorize something.



She learned the poem by heart. 


Category | parts of the body
let sleeping dogs lie
to leave things as they are to avoid trouble.



It would be best to let sleeping dogs lie and not discuss the problem any further. 


Category | animals
let the cat out of the bag
to reveal a secret, usually accidentally.



She wasn't supposed to know about it. Someone must have let the cat out of the bag. 


Category | animals
loose cannon
The idiom "loose cannon" refers to a person who is unpredictable or uncontrolled and who is likely to cause unintentional damage.



He is considered a loose cannon because he is unable to control himself. 



Category | war
M

make yourself at home
If you say to someone make yourself at home, this means that you ask them to consider themselves as if they were in their own homes.



Alan: Can I get in?
John: Yes please, make yourself at home! 


Category | home
money for jam
(also be money for old rope) said about a job when it is an easy way of earning money.



Selling ice-cream is money for jam when it is very hot.




Category | money
music to someone's ears
Some good news; a spoken expression or a sound which is pleasing; a welcome remark or information.



The kind flattering way he used to talk to her was music to her ears. 


Category | music
N
no spring chicken
said of a person who is no longer particularly young.



Although he's no spring chicken, he runs fast. 


Category | animals
not be short of a bob or two
The phrase not be short of a bob or two means to have a lot of money.



Her husband is not short of a bob or two. 


Category | names
nothing to sneeze at
not bad; decent; acceptable; worthwhile.



Their music may not be worthy of radio time, but it's nothing to sneeze at. 


Category | general
O

of the first water
of the best.



She is of the first water, a fine lady indeed. 


Category | nature
once in a blue moon
The phrase once in a blue moon is an idiomatic expression that means not very often or very rarely.

Blue moon refers to an additional full moon that appears very rarely during a year. 

The phrase has nothing to do with the actual color of the moon. It just means that something happens very rarely.



Once in a blue moon, her husband brings her gift.

She sees him once in a blue moon. 


Category | time
one of a kind
The phrase to be one of a kind is an idiomatic expression that means to be unique or special.


She was an extraordinary woman. She was really one of a kind. 


Category | numbers
over the hill
too old to perform as well as before.



You say you are over the hill, but see how you run as fast as your son! 


Category | age
P

pain in the neck
an annoyance.



The teacher's last assignment is really a pain in the neck. 


Category | parts of the body
pass the buck
to blame others for something you shoud accept reponsibilty for.



It's not my fault. Don't try to pass the buck! 


Category | general
pay your dues
The phrase pay your dues means to earn respect or a position by a lot of hard work and sacrifice.



They want me to resign, but everybody knows that I paid my dues to get this position. 


Category | money
play hardball with someone
The phrase to play hardball with someone means to act rough and ruthless with someone.


The manager decided to play hardball because it's getting tough. 
I want to get my money back from him. So, I decided to play hardball.


Category | sport
play cat and mouse
to tease, confuse or fool someone by trying to trick them into making a mistake so that you have an advantage over them.



The famous businessman spent his time playing cat and mouse with the judge. 


Category | animals
pull somebody's leg
to tease or fool someone when trying to convince them to believe something which is not true as a joke.



Are you pulling my leg? Is it really your house? 


Category | parts of the body
pull the plug
The phrase pull the plug means to put an end to an activity, preventing it from continuing.



They are going to pull the plug on the new TV show because it didn't get any sponsors. 


Category | technology and science
put the cat among the pigeons
To create a disturbance and cause trouble.



The principal put the cat among the pigeons when he informed the students that the excursion was cancelled. 


Category | animals
Q

question of time
(also a matter of time) said about something that will surely happen.



The criminal will be arrested. It's just a question of time. 


Category | time
quick one
to have a drink before going somewhere.



Let's have a quick one before we go to work. 


Category | numbers
R

rain cats and dogs
to rain heavily. It's raining cats and dogs.



How come that you are going out in that storm? It's raining cats and dogs. 


Category | animals
red-letter day
a particularly significant day (personal or sectarian), usually very positive, sometimes very negative.



Monday was a red letter day for her. She accomplished a lot and had fun doing it. 


Category | colors
Rome wasn't built in a day
said to emphasize that great work takes time to do. Nothing of importance can be done in a short period of time.



Don't expect immediate outstanding earnings fom your new buisiness. Rome wasn't built in a day. 


Category | time
run out of steam
If you run out of steam, you lose the energy, enthusiasm or interest to continue doing something.



After having worked for twenty years as a the manager of the company, he seems to run out of steam. 


Category | technology and science
S

safe and sound
safe and without injury or damage.



The kids returned from the excursion safe and sound. 


Category | health
sail against the wind
to work to achieve something that is difficult because most people would oppose it.



The journalist is sailing against the wind in his attempt to change people's negative attitude towards that politician. 


Category | nature
salt of the earth
said about somone who is honest and good.



He is the salt of the earth. He always helps the poor. 


Category | nature
save money for a rainy day
The phrase to save money for a rainy day is an idiomatic expression that means to reserve money for a time when it might be needed unexpectedly. 

Variations of this idiom include:

put something aside for a rainy day;
hold something back for a rainy day; 
keep something for a rainy day.


A good manager has to save a little money for a rainy day. 
I Kept some extra money for a rainy day. 


Category | money
sell your soul to the devil
The phrase to sell your soul to the devil is an idiomatic expression that means to be willing to do anything for money or some other reward.

Another variation of the idiom is sell your soul.



I wouldn't sell my soul to the devil to get the promotion.
She sold her soul to get married to the old rich millionaire. 


Category | religion
set the ball rolling
(also start or get the ball rolling) start something, especially a conversation or a social event.



There was a quiet atmosphere in the party so I decided to set the ball rolling and got up to dance. 


Category | sport
shake a leg
used to tell someone to rouse themselves from sleep and get out of bed.



Shake a leg or we'll miss the party! 


Category | parts of the body
shot in the dark
The phrase refers to a hopeful attempt at something or a wild guess especially when you have no certain information or knowledge about the subject.



It was just a shot in the dark, but I was right! 


Category | war
snake in the grass
The phrase snake in the grass refers to a treacherous or deceitful person. 
A person who pretends to be your friend while secretly trying to do things to harm you.



He's a guy you can't trust, a snake in the grass. 


Category | animals
spill the beans
to reveal a secret.



Why did you spill the beans about our new project? It was supposed to be top secret. 


Category | food
T

take a deep breath
The phrase to take a deep breath is an idiomatic expression that means to pause, especially in order to make oneself feel strong and confident.



She took a deep breath before doing the hardest part of her work. 


Category | health
take one's hat off to someone
said when you admire someone for an achievement.



If she manages to deal with three small children and a full-time job, I'll take my hat off to her. 


Category | clothes
take the bull by the horns
to deal with a matter in a direct manner, especially to confront a difficulty rather than avoid it.



He was ready to take the bull by the horns and settle the problem he had with his partners. 


Category | animals
talk through one's hat
to talk nonesense



He was talking through his hat. I couldn't understand what he was saying. 


Category | clothes
tempest in a teapot
The phrase tempest in a teapot is an idiomatic expression. It refers to a small event that has been exaggerated out of proportion. 

There are other variations of this idiom:


A tempest in a teacup.
A storm in a teacup.
A storm in a cream bow.


The whole fight between the two companies is just a tempest in a teapot. 


Category | nature
that makes two of us
When you use the phrase "that makes two of us" you mean that the same is true for you.



Jane: I just bought a new car. 
Anna: That makes two of us! 


Category | numbers
the ball is in someone's court
When the ball is in someone's court they have to take action.



The ball is in your court now. You should decide what you want to do. 


Category | sport
the jury is out
an outcome or decision is still unknown and awaited.



The jury is out as to whether there is life anywhere else in the universe. 


Category | general
thick as thieves
intimate, close-knit.



Alan and John attended a boarding school together and were thick as thieves. 


Category | crime
tighten your belt
The idiom tighten your belt means to try to spend less money or use less resources.



Going on holiday abroad cost us a lot of money so we're all going to have to tighten our belts. 


Category | clothes
turn back the clock
(also wind back the clock or roll back the clock) figuratively to return in time to an earlier period of history.



When their relationship had started deteriorating, he told her that they should turn back the clock and just go back to when things were simpler. 


Category | time
U

under a cloud 
to be suspected of something.



After the murder of the kid, all the relatives were under a cloud of suspicion. 


Category | nature
under one's belt
The idiom under your belt refers to something that you have learned, mastered or achieved and that might be an advantage for you in the future.



I see that you already have the techniques of drawing under your belt. 


Category | clothes
under the weather
Somewhat ill or gloomy.



A: How have you been?
B: I've been under the weather. But it's OK now. 


Category | weather
up in the air
uncertain, unsettled.



The future of the company is still up in the air. 


Category | nature
up-to-date
current; recent; the latest



He uses an up-to-date theory to expalin his views. 


Category | time
V

vale of tears
the world considered as sad and harsh.



His grandfather left this vale of tears yesterday. 


Category | nature
vanish into the air
to disappear.



The money just vanished into the air. I can't find it anywhere. 


Category | nature
W

wait for the ball to drop
To wait in expectation of an occurrence.



When the scandal was publicly revealed, he waited for the ball to drop as he was involved. 


Category | sport
wait for the other shoe to drop
To await a seemingly inevitable event, especially one which is not desirable.



He was waiting for the other shoe to drop once some of his companions had been captured by the official authorities, 


Category | clothes
X

X marks the spot.
said to show the exact spot.



Would you mind moving that armchair here - X marks the spot. 


Category | general
Y
yoke around someone's neck
a burden.



They decided to buy the car on credit. This became a yoke around their neck. 


Category | parts of the body
you got me there
I can't answer your question.



I don't kow what to say. You got me there! 


Category | general
you name it
The phrase you name it means anything you say or choose or whatever you can think of.



What would you like to eat? Fish, chicken, pizza? You name it, we've got everything here. 


Category | names
you're killing me
The phrase you're killing me is an exaggerated way of saying that something or someone is very funny. 

This idiomatic expression means that the person you are talking to is so funny that one could die from laughing. 

Another variation of this idiom is:
I almost died laughing.

It's also possible to use expressions like "it's killing me" or "you're killing me" to mean that you are anxious about something or when something is driving you crazy.



Your jokes are hilarious. You're killing me!
Stop your nonsense. You're killing me!
I don't know what happened between Sara and John. It's killing me, the mystery! 


Category | death
Z

zero hour
the time when something is planned to begin (military)



"This is the zero hour for the attack," said the sergeant. 


Category | time
