
 

 

Learn English Idioms 

A list of English idioms with definitions and examples: 

 

No. An Idioms Definitions Examples 

1. A bit of fluff / a bit of 
skirt. 

A sexually attractive woman. I saw him yesterday with a bit 
of fluff. 
 

2. 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. 
 

3. A clean bill of health. Said when you examine 
someone or something and 
state that they are healthy, in 
good condition, or legal. 

The company received a clean 
bill of health because it 
fulfilled all the safety 
requirements. 
 

4. A dimes’s worth. An insignificant amount At best, he'll make a dime's 
worth of difference with his 
interference in the affair. 
 

5. 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." 

6. A man of action. A man who is inclined to act 
first rather than think about 
things and discuss them. 

Bill is really a man of action. 
Since he arrived at the top of 
the association, he has done 
so many things. 

7. A man / woman of a 
few words. 

A man who doesn't speak 
much. 

He is a man of few words. 
But when he speaks, he 
makes a lot of sense. 
 

8. A number cruncher. Refers to someone whose job 
is to work with numbers and 
mathematics. Also refer to a 
computer that is able to solve 
complicated problems of 
mathematics. 
 

He's a number cruncher. He 
works for a big firm of 
accountants. 

9. A roof over your head. A place to live. He was so poor that he didn't 
have a roof over his head. 
 

10. 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. 
 



 

11. Above the law. Not subject to the law, exempt 
from the laws that apply to 
everyone else. 

Nobody is above the law. 
 
 
 

12. Achilles heel. Said about a strong situation 
which contains an element of 
vulnerability. 
 

Journalists considered that 
minister as the government's 
Achilles heel. 

13. Act of God. Something that occured, such 
as an accident, for which no 
human is responsible. A 
natural disaster such as a 
storm, earthquake. 
 

The Haiti earthquake was 
really an act of God. 

14. Act your age. To be mature and not childish. Stop being childish and act 
your age. 
 

15. Add fuel to the fire / 
flame. 

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. 
 

16. Affinity for. Said about you have attraction, 
preference or sympathy for 
something or someone. 
 

He has an affinty for classical 
music. 

17. Against time. An attempt to finish something 
quickly within a time limit. 
 

The students were racing 
against time to finish the 
paper before the deadline. 
 

18. Alive and kicking. Continue to be well, healthy or 
successful. 

Don't worry about your 
grandfather; he is alive and 
kicking. 
 

19. All's fair in love and 
war. 

In love or in war, you are 
allowed to be deceitful in order 
to get what you want. 

To get her to go out with him, 
he lied and told her that he is 
very rich. All's fair in love and 
war. 
 

20. An arm and a leg. A lot of money. These glasses cost me an arm 
and a leg. 
 

21. An eye an for an eye. Said to suggest that 
punishment should equal to 
the crime. 

In some countries, justice 
operates on the principle of an 
eye for an eye. That is, if you 
kill someone, you deserve to 
die. 
 

22. Apples of his eye. Someone whom you love the 
most and you are very proud 
of. 

His son is the apple of his eye. 

 



 

23. As bald as a cue ball. Completely bald. His father was as bald as a 
cue ball. 
 

24. 
 

As blind as a bat. Someone who can’t see very 
well or can’t see anything  
 

He is as blind as a bat. He 
must wear a glasses. 

25. 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. 

26. Bad egg. Bad person. Just ignore him. He’s a bad 
egg. 
 

27. Bag of bones. An extremely thin person. He's turning into a bag of 
bones. He lost so much 
weight. 
 

28. Bag of tricks A lot of techniques and 
method. 

Why don't you use your bag of 
tricks to help us solve this 
problem ? 
 

29. 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. 
 

30. Be a barrel of laughs. Be enjoyable and entertaining. This movie is a real barrel of 
laughs. 

31. Be a chicken. Be a coward. Don’t be a chicken.Talk to her 
about your love for her. 
 

32. Be better than sex. Something is very enjoyable 
and exciting than sex. 

Riding a horse is a real fun. It's 
better than sex. 
 

33. Be full of  beans. 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. 

34. Be in black and white. To be written down. My conditions to accept the job 
were in black and white in the 
contract. 
 

35. Be in deep water. To be in serious trouble. The government is in deep 
water because of its plans for 
tax increases. 
 

36. Be in hot water. To be in difficult situation. He was in hot water because 
of his speech about racism. 
 

37. Be like a fish out of 
water. 

To feel uncomfortable in a 
situation. 

After her divorce, she was like 
a fish out of water. 

 



 

38. Before you can say 
Jack Robinson. 

Very quickly. He can do difficult 
mathematical operations 
before you can say Jack 
Robinson. 
 

39. Behind bars. In jail or prison. That guy over there has been 
behind bars for five years. 
 

40. Behind one’s back. When one’s absence. He was talking nonsense on 
my back when I arrived. 
 

41. Big bucks. Lots of money. The new managing director 
must be making big bucks 
after his promotion. 
 

42. Black out. To lose consciousness. He blacked out when he fell. 
 

43. Blood is thicker than 
water. 

Family relations are more 
important than all other 
relationships. 

Even if Nancy and her brother 
often argue, they always 
forgive each other. Blood is 
thicker than water. 
 

44. Blow a fuse. Extremely angry, lose temper. Hey, don’t blow a fuse. 
 

45. Bright as a button. Intelligent. He has a daughter who is as 
bight as a button. 
 

46. Browned off. Annoyed, upset, angry, bored, 
fed up, disgusted. 

He was browned off when he 
was ill treated. 
 

47. By the named of. 
 

Called. I met the doctor by the named 
of John. 
 

48. 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. 

49. Chew the fat. To waste time talking or to 
chat idly. 

As she had nothing to do he 
wasted time chewing the fat 
with the neighbour. 
 

50. Chicken out. To refuse to do something 
because of fear. 
 

He chickened out just at the 
time they were taking him to 
operating theatre. 
 

51. Chicken-hearted. Not brave. They are just chicken-hearted 
boys. They can't defend 
themselves from any attacks. 
 

52. Chin music. Talk, conversation. When they meet, there will be 
plenty of chin music. 
 

 



 

53. Come clean. To be honest and tell the truth. She came clean about what 
she had done. 
 

54. Come from behind. To win after being in a losing 
position in a game. 

The young boxer came from 
behind to beat the world 
champion. 
 

55. Come hell or high 
water. 

Said when you are determined 
to do something despite 
difficulties. 

I'll finish my report by midnight, 
come hell or high water ! 
 
 

56. Come true. When something happens 
although it was unlikely that it 
would. 

Her dream of buying a new car 
finally came true. 
 
 

57. Cold as a cucumber. Very calm. He’s was really cold as a 
cucumber even he has many 
problem. 
 

58. Couch potato. Lazy person. He is a couch potato. 
 

59. Dad fetch my buttons. Said to express a surprise. Dad fetch my buttons ! 
He won a lot of money in the 
lotery. 
 

60. Dance with death. Try to do something that 
involves a lot of risks. 

He danced with death when 
he tried to negotiate a deal 
with that dangerous criminal. 
 

61. Devil-may-care. Careless, reckless or defiant. He has a rather devil-may-
care attitude to his wife's 
illness. 
 

62. Dime a dozen. Said about anything that is 
common, inexpensive, and 
easy to get or available any 
where. 
 

We don't need someone like 
him in this company. People 
with his skills are a dime a 
dozen these days. 

63. Do the dirty work / dirty 
work. 
 

Unpleasant work or dishonest 
action. 

I don't know but I feel there is 
some dirty work going on in 
this company. 

64. Dressed up to the 
nines. 

Wearing fashionable or formal 
clothes for a special occasion. 

They were invited to a 
wedding. That's why, they 
were dressed up to the 
nines. 
 

65. Drink like a fish. Drink alcohol excessively. Alan really drank like a fish 
yesterday. 
 

 

 



 

66. Drive someone up to 
the wall. 
 

To irritate or annoy someone; 
to make a person very angry 
or bored; to infuriate. 
 

Her persistent nagging drove 
me up the wall. 

67. Drop the subject. To stop discussing a subject. 
 

Please drop the subject. I 
don't want to discuss it further. 
 

68. Easy on the ear. Something like (music, 
voice...) pleasant to listen to. 
 

His music is easy on the ear. 

69. Easy on the eye. Attractive, pleasant to look at. 
 

Her paintings are easy on the 
eye. 
 

70. Eat humble pie. Said when you admit that you 
were wrong. 

In the begining he boasted that 
she would get the best grade. 
But then she was forced to eat 
humble pie. 
 

71. 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. 
 

72. Every trick in the book. Said when you try every 
possible way to achieve 
something. 
 

She's tried every trick in the 
book to convince him in vain. 

73. Eye candy. A very attractive person or any 
object or sight with 
considerable visual appeal. 
 

I'm going to the beach to check 
out some eye candy. 

74. Fact of life. Something that cannot be 
avoided. 
 

It is a pity that drug abuse has 
become a fact of life in the 
Olympic Games. 
 

75. Facts of life. The details about sex and 
reproduction. 
 

His parents told him the facts 
of life when he was ten years 
old. 
 

76. Fall on deaf ears. Of a request, complaint, etc, to 
be ignored. 
 

Every time I ask him to do 
something for me, it falls on 
deaf ears. 
 

77. Fall prey to.  To become a victim. When she married him, she 
fell prey to his greed. 
 

78. Feast for the eyes. Visually pleasing sight. Look at that painting. It's really 
a feast for the eyes. 
 

  

 



 

79. Feel blue. To feel sad. She felt blue after her divorce. 
 

80. For a song. Very cheaply. She bought the house for a 
song. 
 

81. For my money. In my opinion. For my money, Bill is the best 
one to choose as a partner. 
 

82. Gain ground. To become popular, progress 
and advanced. 

The new product gained 
ground in a very short time. 
 

83. Got  the deep water. Be in trouble. He got into deep water when 
he joined that gang. 
 

84. Get off the track. To start talking about a 
different topic, instead of 
talking about the real one. 

Instead of discussing the real 
reasons for their conflicts, they 
are getting off the track. 
 

85. Get on in years. Old ; advanced in age. Although she's getting on in 
years, she still looks young. 
 

86. Get on like a house on 
fire. 

Said about two people like 
each other and become very 
close friends in a very short 
time. 
 

The two ladies are getting on 
like a house on fire. 

87. Give somebody a leg 
up. 

To help someone to achieve 
something, especially at work. 
 

They agreed to give her a leg 
up. 

88. Go bananas. To become very angry. He went bananas when he 
heard the news. 
 

89. Grouse about someone 
or something. 

To complain. He was grousing about his 
son's laziness. 
 

90. Hale and hearty. In a good health. In spite of her old age, she 
looks hale and hearty. 
 

91. Have the hots for 
someone. 
 

To be strongly sexually 
attracted to someone. 

He has the hots for her but 
he can't tell her. He's so shy. 

92. Heads over heel. Completely in love. They fell head over heels for 
one another at the very 
moment they met. 
 

93. Help a lame dog over a 
stile. 
 

Someone who helps people 
who are in difficulty or trouble. 

You can trust him. He always 
helps a lame dog over a 
stile. 

 

 



 

94. High man on the totem 
pole. 
 

The most important person in 
a hierarchy or organization. 

I want to meet the high man 
on the totem pole. 

95. 
 

In a split second. In just very short time. Every thing was calm. But just 
in a split second a storm hit 
the whole region causing a lot 
of victims. 
 

96. In the blink of an eye. Very quickly. 
 

He disappeared in the blink 
of an eye. 
 

97. In the family way. 
 

Pregnant. I've heard that Leila is in the 
family way. Is that true? 
 

98. In the zone. Focused. 
 

He's doing a good job. He's in 
the zone ! 
 

99. It beats me. 
 

Used to suggest that you don't 
understand something. 
 

It beats me how she passed 
the exam. 

100. Itchy feet. Feeling of a need to travel. 
 

She has itchy feet again. She 
says she will travel to Brazil. 
 

101. Jack-of-all-trades. Someone who is able to do 
many things. 
 

He can do many jobs; he's 
really a jack-of-all-trades. 

102. John Hancock. A signature. 
 

Put your John Hancock at the 
bottom of the page 
 

103. 
 

Keep a civil tongue. Speak politely. Please don't talk like that to 
each other. Keep a civil 
tongue ! 
 

104. 
 

Kick the bucket. To die. Sad news ! He kicked the 
bucket. 
 

105. 
 

Kissing cousin. A distant relative. I and Daniel are kissing 
cousins. 
 

106. 
 

Learn by heart. To memorize something. She learned the poem by 
heart. 
 

107. 
 

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. 
 

108. 
 

Like water off a duck’s 
back. 
 

Said about a criticism that has 
no effect on you. 

He has always been criticised 
for being lazy. But this was just 
like water off the duck's 
back to him. 
 

 



 

 

109. 
 

Lock horns. To come into conflict. I don't want to lock horns with 
you. Let's settle this peacefully. 
 

110. 
 

Look like mutton dressed 
as lamb. 
 

Said about a woman who 
tries to look much younger. 

Her skirt is too short. She 
looks like mutton dressed as 
lamb. 
 

111. Magic touch. 
 

A special skill to do 
something very well. 
 

Her magic touch is so 
obvious in the decoration of 
her house. 
 

112. 
 

Make waves. To cause a trouble. Please don't make waves. 
We're trying to sett 
le all our problems. 
 

113. Mark my words. 
 

Listen to me ; used before a 
statement one wishes to 
emphasize. 
 

Mark my words, this boy is 
going to become a great poet. 

114. 
 

Minting money. Earning a lot of money 
quickly. 
 

The restaurant is minting it 
thanks to the new manager. 

115.  
 

Next to nothing. Almost or hardly. Although they paid him next to 
nothing, he liked the job. 
 

116. Not for a minute. 
 

Not at all. I don't want you to fail in your 
project. Not for a minute. 
 

117. 
 

Not half bad. Pretty good ; okay ; decent. It was my first attempt at 
cooking, but I tried it and it was 
not half bad. 
 

118. 
 

Not miss a trick. Someone who is extremely 
alert. 
 

He was attentive to what the 
teacher was explaining. He 
didn't miss a trick. 
 

119. 
 

Oceans of. A large amount of something. Oceans of guests were at the 
party. 
 

120. 
 

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

121. 
 

On in years. Old, advanced in age. My wife is dead and I am 
getting on in years. 
 

122. Out of the blue. 
 

Something which is totally 
unexpected. 
 

She sent him a letter, out of 
the blue, telling him that she 
was in love with another guy. 
 

 



 

 

123. Pack a wallop. To provide energy, power, or 
excitement. 
 

This drink really packs a 
wallop. 

124. 
 

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

125. 
 

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 ! 

126. 
 

Pick of the bunch. The best. The dress she's wearing is the 
pick of the bunch. 
 

127. 
 

Pull the other leg. Used when you do not 
believe what someone has 
just said. 
 

Sue, writing poems ? Pull the 
other leg - she can't even 
write a correct sentence! 

128. Put on a brave face. 
 

To pretend that a problem 
doesn't bother you. 
 

He looks calm, but I suspect 
he's just putting on a brave 
face. 
 

129. 
 

Quake in one’s boots. To be frightened, scared, or 
nervous. 
 

The thought of climbing that 
high had him quaking in his 
boots. 
 

130. 
 

Question of time. Something that will surely 
happen. 
 

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

131. Quick one. 
 

Have a drink before going 
somewhere. 
 

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

132. Rack one’s brain. 
 

To think very hard about 
something. 
 

I've racked my brain all day 
long, but I still can't remember 
where I put the keys. 
 

133. 
 

Ripe old age. Very old age. After living to a ripe old age, 
she died yesterday 
 

134. Road rage. Aggressive behavior 
exhibited by drivers in traffic, 
often as a result of stress 
 

Many road accidents are the 
result of road rage. 

135. Root and branch 
 

Completely. 
 

They have reorganized their 
business root and branch. 
 

136. Salt of the earth. 
 

Someone who is honest and 
good. 
 

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

 



 

 

137. 
 

Say uncle. To admit failure. I'll show them how I can be a 
superstar. I'm not going to say 
uncle. 
 

138. 
 

Scaredy cat. Someone who is easily 
frightened. 
 

Come on, scaredy cat. The 
dog won't bite you ! 

139. 
 

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 ! 

140. 
 

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

141.  
 

Sweat blood. To work very hard. She sweats blood every day 
just to bring home the bacon. 
 

142. 
 

Talk nineteen to the 
dozen. 
 

Speak very quickly. I couldn't understand what he 
was saying because he was 
talking nineteen to the 
dozen. 
 

143. 
 

That beat everything. Expressions of suprise. You mean he came very late 
again last night ? Well, that 
beats everything ! 
 

144. 
 

Trip the light fantastic. To dance. We were tripping the light 
fantastic all night. 
 

145. 
 

Under a cloud. To be suspected of 
something. 
 

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

146. 
 

Under one’s thumb. Completely controlled by 
someone; at someone’s 
command. 
 

She has her husband under 
her thumb. He would do 
anything for her. 

147. 
 

Under the wire. At the last minute. He turned his report just under 
the wire. 
 

148. 
 

Up in the air. Uncertain, unsettled. The construction still up in the 
air. 
 

149. 
 

Walk of life. An occupation, role, social 
class, or lifestyle. 
 

People in this neighbourhood 
come from different walks of 
life. 
 

 



 

 

150. Walk on air. 
 

Very excited or happy. He was walking on air after 
he passed the exam. 
 

151. 
 

Wax and wane. To increase and decrease. The diesel has wax and wane 
every year. 
 

152. 
 

White as a sheets. someone face who is very 
pale because of illness, 
shock or fear. 
 

Joe looks as white as a sheet. 
He must be very ill 

153. Whiter than white. 
 

Someone who is totally fair 
and honest. 
 

That little boy is whiter than 
white. He never does anything 
wrong. 
 

154. 
 

Yoke around someone’s 
neck. 
 

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

 

 

 

 

“ Every successful person must have a 

failure. Do not be afraid to fail 

because failure is a part of success ” 


