
International Conversation Café 

Bible Topic:  English Idioms from the Bible   

An idiom is a phrase or expression whose meaning can't be understood from the ordinary meanings of 
the words in it. For example, “A wolf in sheep’s clothing,” is not talking about wolves and sheep. It is 
referring to a person who is vicious, like a wolf, but who look outwardly innocent, like a sheep. 
 
Do you have any idioms from famous literature in your country?  Please share one. 
 
The Bible has always been an influential book in the West. Many phrases from the Bible have come into 
our everyday speech.  Understanding these phrases will give you insight into the English people use 
often. 
 
Read through the idioms written in bold print as a group. Then have each person choose an idiom they 
would like to read the following explanation. See if your group can use the idiom in their own sentence. 
 

Ø The apple of his or her eye means someone or something very dear to a person.  “Grandpa 
loves his new granddaughter; she is the apple of his eye.”  Origin:  refers to God loving Israel:  
Deuteronomy 32:10 “He found him in a desert land, and in the waste howling wilderness; he led 
him about, he instructed him, he kept him as the apple of his eye.” 

 
Ø The blind leading the blind refers to a situation where people lacking in skill or knowledge are 

being led or guided by others who are equally inept: 
“James, though he has not been successfully dating, is trying to give me dating advice. It’s like 
the blind leading the blind.” 
Origin: Matthew 15:13-14 “Let them alone. They are blind leaders of the blind. And if the blind 
leads the blind, both will fall into a ditch.”  (NKJV) 
 

Ø A house divided against itself shall not stand refers to the danger of disunity.  “The politician 
appealed for a united political party because ‘a house divided against itself shall not stand’.”  
Origin:  Mark 3:24-25 Jesus said, “24 If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot 
stand. 25 If a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand.”  

 
Ø If you do something by the skin of your teeth, you only just succeed: 

“I got through to the next round of auditions by the skin of my teeth.” 
Origin: Job 19:20 “My bone cleaves to my skin and to my flesh, and I am escaped with the skin of 
my teeth.” (KJV) 

 
Ø A drop in the bucket is a small, inadequate quantity, or an insignificant contribution towards a 

larger problem. You may also hear a drop in the ocean: 
“Although we are grateful for all the donations received, the total raised so far is still just a drop 
in the bucket.” 
Origin: Isaiah 40:15 “Behold, the nations are as a drop of a bucket, and are counted as the small 
dust of the balance: behold, he takes up the isles as fine dust” (ESV) 
 

Ø A fly in the ointment is a drawback or a detrimental factor: 
“Before we go ahead with the proposal, we need to check carefully for any flies in the 



ointment.” 
Origin: Ecclesiastes 10:1 “Dead flies make the perfumer’s ointment give off a stench; so a little 
folly outweighs wisdom and honor.” (ESV) 

 
Ø “Live by the sword, die by the sword” is a saying which means that if you use violence against 

others, you can expect to have it used against you; you should expect to have the same means 
used against you that you use against others. 
Origin: Matthew 26:52 “Then Jesus said to him, “Put your sword back into its place. For all who 
take the sword will perish by the sword.” (NIV) 
 

Ø “Money is the root of all evil” is a common saying which is derived from, but significantly 
different to, the passage below.  How do you understand the difference? 
Origin: 1 Timothy 6:10 “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager 
for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.” (NIV) 

 
Ø “Pride comes/goes before a fall” is a saying meaning that if you are too confident in yourself, 

something will happen to humble you and put you back in your place. 
Origin: Proverbs 16:18 “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” (NIV) 
 

Ø A scapegoat is someone who is made to bear the blame for others: 
“Even though Brian was responsible for the mistake, he used Victor as a scapegoat.” 
Origin: Leviticus 16: 9-10 “But the goat chosen by lot as the scapegoat shall be presented alive 
before the Lord to be used for making atonement by sending it into the wilderness as a 
scapegoat.” (NIV) 
 

Ø If two people or parties see eye to eye, they are in agreement or have the same view on a 
matter: 
“I’m glad that our two companies see eye to eye on this; it will make negotiations much easier.” 
Origin: Isaiah 52:8 “Thy watchmen shall lift up the voice; with the voice together shall they sing: 
for they shall see eye to eye, when the LORD shall bring again Zion.” (KJV) 

 
Ø The straight and narrow is the path of proper, honest, and moral behavior:  (However the old 

English “strait” probably means “small.”) 
“I’m pleased that Lucas has a new girlfriend; she should keep him on the straight and narrow.” 
Origin: Matthew 7:14 “Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, 
and few there be that find it.” (KJV) 

 
Ø If you wash your hands of a matter, you refuse to accept responsibility for it, or abandon it: 

“If Laura refuses to accept my advice then I’m washing my hands of the matter.” 
Origin: Matthew 27:24 “When Pilate saw that he was getting nowhere, but that instead an 
uproar was starting, he took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd. “I am innocent 
of this man’s blood,” he said. “It is your responsibility!”” (NIV) 

 
Ø The saying “The writing is on the wall” means that something bad is about to happen, or there 

is no way for something to succeed: 
“I know the team is trying hard but I fear the writing is on the wall for this season.” 
Origin: Daniel 5 – in this passage, handwriting appears on a wall during the King’s feast, and 
Daniel’s interpretation of the writing (correctly) predicts the King’s demise. 
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1. Describe the painting.  
 
 

Pieter Brueghel the Elder. The Blind Leading the Blind, 1568. Museodi Capodimohte, Naples. 
 
 
2. Jesus used the description of the blind leading the blind in reference to the corrupt religious 

leaders of his day misleading common people.  Brueghel illustrates Jesus’s words in a 
contemporary setting. Why do you suppose he might have done this? 

 
3. Take one of the idioms from the previous pages and draw a simple illustration of it. 


