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If I perish, I perish b
Esther, the queen of Persia who just “happened” to be Jewish, became aware 
of a plot to kill all the Jewish people in the kingdom. As queen, Esther was in a 
position to appeal to the king on behalf of her people. Yet ironically, she could 
also be put to death for seeking an audience with the king without being 
summoned. But Esther was determined to risk her life for her people, stating, 
“If I perish, I perish!” (Est. 4:16). After Esther and her fellow Jews fasted for 
three days, Esther approached the king and found favor. The king ordered 
that the plan to kill the Jews be reversed. 

It is more blessed to give than to receive b
In Acts 20:35, the apostle Paul quoted this as a saying of Jesus, although it is 
not recorded as such in any of the Gospels.

John 3:16 b
One of the best-known and best-loved verses in Scripture: “For God so loved 
the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him 
should not perish but have everlasting life.” As a way of 
sharing the good news of the gospel, some Christians 
create banners displaying “John 3:16” and bring them 
to sports events or other large gatherings. 

Judge not, that you be not judged b
A saying of Jesus in which he was reminding 
his listeners that we are all sinners, and if 
we point out the sin in others, we will have 
our own sins pointed out. The full text is in 
Matthew 7:1–2: “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with what judgment 
you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure you use, it will be 
measured back to you.”  

Kill the fatted calf b
A fatted calf is a calf that will be slaughtered and eaten at a special feast. In 
Jesus’s parable of the Prodigal Son, the father tells his servants to “bring the 
fatted calf here and kill it” so they can enjoy a feast in honor of his son who 
has returned (Luke 15:23). The saying is sometimes used today regarding 
preparations for a gala event.

Let my people go b
God chose Moses to go to Pharaoh, the 
king of Egypt, and relay this message: 
“Let My people go” (Ex. 5:1). Pharaoh 
had enslaved God’s chosen people—
the Israelites. The period of slavery 
in America has often been compared 
to the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt. For 
that reason, Abraham Lincoln and 
Harriet Tubman are sometimes likened to Moses. Both played critical roles 
in the movement to free people who were enslaved in America. The song 
“Go Down, Moses” is a traditional American spiritual highlighting the Black 
slavery experience. It pairs the refrain “Let my people go” with lyrics about the 
Israelites’ slavery in Egypt.

Let there be light b
In the Genesis account of the creation, God created light with the command, 
“Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3). Today the phrase can be used as a humorous 
expression when turning on a light.

Love your enemies b
In the same discourse as the Beatitudes, Jesus again took common wisdom 
and turned it upside down to show that man’s wisdom is often contrary to 
God’s wisdom: “I say to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do 

good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and 
persecute you” (Matt. 5:44). 

Man shall not live by bread alone b
When Jesus was famished after fasting for forty days in the wilderness, Satan 
tempted him to turn stones into bread. Jesus responded by quoting from 
Deuteronomy 8:3: “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by 
every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). The saying is 
still relevant but can also refer to a person’s need for emotional and spiritual 
sustenance.

Many are called, but few are chosen b
Jesus said this to illustrate that God calls all people to respond to him, but 
relatively few choose to follow him (Matt. 22:14). 

No one can serve two masters b
A teaching of Jesus from the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 6:24 niv). 
He went on to say, “You cannot serve both God and money.” Jesus 
meant that a person cannot make wealth their primary pursuit and 
also seek a right relationship with God. One or the other will win out 
as “master” and the guiding force in their life.

Nothing new under the sun b
An expression from the book of Ecclesiastes (1:9), written by Solomon. 

In the three thousand years since the days of Solomon, millions of inventions 
have been created. Our lives are very different now, even compared to the days 
of our grandparents. But many aspects of life have not changed: Both good 
and evil exist in the world; there is work to be done; and there is love in our 
hearts for friends and family. In those respects, there is “nothing new under 
the sun.” 

Physician, heal thyself b
When Jesus returned to his hometown after performing many miracles in 
other towns, he anticipated that his friends and neighbors would demand 
that he perform miracles for them also: “You will undoubtedly quote me 
this proverb: ‘Physician, heal yourself’—meaning, ‘Do miracles here in your 
hometown like those you did in Capernaum’” (Luke 4:23 nlt). Jesus went 
on to say, however, that “a prophet is not without honor except in his own 
country and in his own house” (Matt. 13:57).

Salt of the earth b
Jesus used salt as a metaphor to mean that his followers are to influence the 
world around them, just as salt adds flavor when it is added to food: “You are 
the salt of the earth. But what good is salt if it has lost its flavor?” (Matt. 5:13). 
Salt can also be used as a preservative. The saying “salt of the earth” is now 
used to refer to a good, decent, hardworking person—the sort of person one 
would want as a neighbor.

Straight and narrow b
A popular term sourced from Jesus’s 
statement, “Strait [narrow] is the gate, and 
narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, 
and few there be that find it” (Matt. 7:14 kjv). 

To “stay on the straight and narrow” is to try to do what is right, particularly 
in the face of temptation to sin. 

Ten Commandments b
Ten specific moral commands that God gave the nation of Israel: 

1. You shall have no other gods before Me.
2. You shall not make for yourself a carved image.
3. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.
4. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.
5. Honor your father and your mother.
6. You shall not murder.
7. You shall not commit adultery.
8. You shall not steal.
9. You shall not bear false witness.
10. You shall not covet.

God spoke them to Moses on Mount Sinai 
and later included them on stone tablets 
written by his own hand (Ex. 20:1–17; 31:18). 
They form the basis of Judeo-Christian 
values and, perhaps more so in the past, have influenced the 
foundational principles of Western society. 

The first shall be last b
One of the teachings of Jesus (Matt. 19:30). He meant that those who are not 
powerful or wealthy in this life will be greatest in the kingdom of heaven if 
they have followed him. Those who are wealthy and powerful in this life will 
be the least in the kingdom of heaven if they have put worldly concerns ahead 
of following Christ. 

The Lord bless you and keep you b
The Lord instructed that Aaron, Israel’s high priest, was to bless the people 
of Israel with this blessing: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord 
make His face shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up His 
countenance upon you, and give you peace.” (Num. 6:24–26). This blessing is 
frequently used as a benediction in Protestant churches today. It has also been 
featured as a popular praise and worship song.

The love of money is the root of all evil b
This Scripture passage reads, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, 
for which some have strayed from the faith in their greediness, and pierced 
themselves through with many sorrows” (1 Tim. 6:10). The apostle Paul was 
warning his disciple Timothy that a person who wants to be wealthy will be 
tempted to commit sin in order to gain wealth. 

The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak b
Shortly before Jesus was betrayed, he asked his disciples Peter, James, and 
John to pray with him. When Jesus saw they had fallen asleep, he said to Peter, 
“Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, 
but the flesh is weak” (Matt. 26:41). Jesus meant that it is sometimes hard to 
follow through with good intentions.

Through a glass, darkly b
The apostle Paul used the metaphor of looking into a clouded 
glass (a mirror) to show that people cannot presently fully 
understand God. But eventually God’s children will see him 
face to face, and then they will know him more fully: “Now 
we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now 
I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am 
known” (1 Cor. 13:12 kjv). The saying has been featured 
as titles in literature and the performing arts.

To everything there is a season b
Solomon wrote, “To everything there is a season, a time 
for every purpose under heaven” (Ecc. 3:1). Following 
this is a long, poetic list of opposites, including “a time to 
be born, and a time to die ... a time to mourn, and a time to 
dance ... a time of war, and a time of peace.” These sayings from 
Ecclesiastes 3 have frequently been used throughout popular culture.  

Turn the other cheek b
Jesus taught his followers, “Pray for those who mistreat you. If someone slaps 
you on one cheek, turn to them the other cheek also” (Luke 6:28–29 niv). 
The saying can apply to any situation where a person refuses to retaliate after 
suffering mistreatment. This teaching is one of the bases for the nonviolent 
resistance advocated by Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. 

Twenty-Third Psalm b
Written by David, Psalm 23 is the best-known and best-loved of all the Psalms. 
The complete text, as found in the King James Version, follows:

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down 
in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth 
my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s 
sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they 
comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine 
enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely 
goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will 
dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.

Several phrases from this psalm are famous in their own right. For example, 
“valley of the shadow of death” describes an encounter with a perilous 
situation. “My cup runneth over” indicates feeling abundantly blessed in 
specific or general areas of life.

Vanity of vanities, all is vanity b
The book of Ecclesiastes begins with this gloomy statement (Ecc. 1:2). 

Solomon meant that everything is futile. He goes on to describe the 
futility of work, wisdom, pleasure, wealth, and knowledge, but in 
the end he concludes, “Fear God and keep his commands, for this is 
everyone’s duty” (Ecc. 12:13 nlt).

Voice of one crying in the wilderness b
When the Jewish leaders asked John the Baptist to explain the nature 

of his mission, John said, “I am ‘The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 
“Make straight the way of the Lord,”’ as the prophet Isaiah said” (John 1:23). 

Isaiah 40:3 tells of a spokesman who will announce the coming of the 
Messiah. Today the expression describes a person who has an important 
message but can’t get anyone to listen.

Wolf in sheep’s clothing b
A saying taken from Jesus’s warning about false prophets: “Beware of false 
prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous 
wolves” (Matt. 7:15). A wolf in sheep’s clothing is anyone who appears 
harmless but has wicked or harmful motives. 
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Famous Sayings  
from the Bible

The English language is peppered with sayings from the Bible. Classic writers 
such as William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, and Mark Twain used many 
biblical phrases in their literature. Popular culture has also adopted many of 
these phrases. In the following pages, you will enjoy discovering the biblical 
context and meaning of many of these phrases, as well as the imprint that 
some have left on history. 

Note that some entries are direct quotes, while others are paraphrased or 
based on biblical language or content. Most of the actual quotations are taken 
from the New King James Version or original King James Version, since many 
instantly recognizable biblical phrases still use wording from that stately 
translation. 

e
A house divided against itself cannot stand b
In his earthly ministry, Jesus Christ cast out many demons from downtrodden 
people. Unfortunately, there were some religious scribes who believed that 
Jesus could cast out demons only because he was possessed by “Beelzebub” 
(Satan). Jesus told them, “How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is 
divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. And if a house is divided 
against itself, that house cannot stand” (Mark 3:23–25). In 1858, three years 
before the start of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln referred to this Scripture 
passage in a speech: “‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this 
government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. I do not 
expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to 
fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.”

All things to all men b
When the apostle Paul said in 1 Corinthians 
9:22 that he was “all things to all men,” he 
meant that he wanted to find common 
ground with each person he met so he 

could tell them about Christ. Today the 
phrase often suggests that a person is  
wishy-washy.

All things work together for good b
This phrase comes from Romans 8:28: “We know 
that all things work together for good to those who 
love God.” It does not mean that only good things will happen to those  
who love God, but that God will turn every circumstance in their lives  
into something for their good.

Am I my brother’s keeper? b
In Genesis 4:9, after Eve’s son Cain had killed his brother, Abel, God asked 
Cain where Abel was. Cain retorted, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The 
expression is often used in any situation where someone is disclaiming 
responsibility for another person. The title and theme of Jodi Picoult’s novel 
My Sister’s Keeper is a play on this biblical expression.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth b
According to the law of Moses, the penalty for damaging a person’s eye was 
damage to the offender’s eye. Similarly, knocking out a tooth resulted in the 
loss of a tooth for the offender (Deut. 19:21). This concept of justice called for 
a penalty equal to—but not greater than—the offense. Jesus expanded on this 
when he said, “You have heard the law that says the punishment must match 
the injury: ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say, do not resist 
an evil person! ... Give to those who ask, and don’t turn away from those who 
want to borrow” (Matt. 5:38–42 nlt). 

Beatitudes b
Eight concise teachings of Jesus. The word beatitude is from the Latin word 

meaning “blessed,” and each of the Beatitudes begins with the word 
Blessed. These statements take common wisdom and turn it 

upside down to show that human perspective is usually 
different from God’s: “Blessed are the meek, for they will 
inherit the earth.... Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they will be called children of God” (Matt. 5:5, 9 niv).  
People who are meek are usually shoved aside by 
those who are powerful, but Jesus was teaching that 

meekness is of higher value than worldly power. Great warriors and generals 
have always captured the respect and admiration of people, but Jesus was 
pointing out that peacemaking is one of the highest virtues.

Beat their swords into plowshares b
This description of the climax of earthly history is found in Isaiah 2:4 and 
Micah 4:3: “They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into 
pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they 
train for war anymore” (niv). This means that weapons of war will no longer 
be needed; instead, they will be changed into tools used in peaceful life. The 
prophet Joel turns this phrase around when he warns the nations about “the 
day of the Lord” (Joel 3:14), when God will judge them for how they treated 
his people, Israel: “Beat your plowshares into 
swords and your pruning hooks into spears” 
(verse 10). In other words, “Get ready! Do not be 
complacent, and prepare to meet God.”

Be fruitful and multiply b
These were God’s instructions to Adam and 
Eve, the first humans he created, telling them 
to populate the earth (Gen. 1:28). God gave the 
same instructions to Noah and his family after 
the great flood (Gen. 9:1).

Behold, I stand at the door  
and knock b
The complete verse reads, “Behold, I stand at 
the door, and knock. If anyone hears My voice 
and opens the door, I will come in to him and 
dine with him, and he with Me” (Rev. 3:20). The phrase is a metaphor for Jesus 
wanting to enter a person’s life and have fellowship with him or her.

Blind leading the blind b
Jesus said that many in the religious group known as the Pharisees were “blind 
guides” (Matt. 15:14 niv), meaning they were spiritually blind. He also said,  
“Can the blind lead the blind? Will they not both fall into a pit?” (Luke 6:39 niv).  
Jesus meant that people should be careful not to follow leaders who are 
themselves spiritually blind.

By the skin of my teeth b
An expression from the book of Job. After Job had suffered many hardships, 
he said, “My bone clings to my skin and to my flesh, and I have escaped by the 
skin of my teeth” (Job 19:20). The phrase describes barely escaping death or 
some other calamity.

Cast the first stone b
The Pharisees tried to trick Jesus by bringing to him a woman caught in 
adultery. According to the law of Moses, the woman should have been stoned to 
death. Should Jesus tell them not to stone her, the Pharisees would accuse Jesus 
of breaking their own law. Should Jesus tell them they must stone her, he would 
be breaking Roman law by decreeing the death penalty. Jesus saw the trap, and 
he also had compassion for the woman. He responded, “He that is without 
sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her” (John 8:7 kjv). One by one her 
accusers slipped away, for they all recognized sin in their own lives. Jesus said to 
the woman, “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more” (John 8:11). 

Consider the lilies of the field b
Jesus taught his followers to make God’s kingdom their top priority in life 
instead of worrying about things such as food, drink, or clothing. Jesus assured 
them that God would take care of their physical needs. He said, “Why do you 
worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they 
neither toil nor spin; and yet I say to you that even Solomon in all his glory 
was not arrayed like one of these. Now if God so clothes the grass of the field ... 
will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?” (Matt. 6:28–30). 

Do not cast your pearls before swine b
Jesus said this as part of his Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 7:6). He meant that 
it is useless to try to teach holy things to unholy or unbelieving people. 

Do to others what you would 
have them do to you b
This phrase (Matt. 7:12 niv) is one of 
Jesus’s teachings in the Sermon on 
the Mount. Also called the Golden 
Rule, it is central to much of what is 
considered civilized behavior.

Dust you are, and to dust you shall return b
After Adam and Eve sinned by eating the forbidden fruit in the garden of Eden, 
God said to Adam, “Dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19).  
He was telling Adam he had been created from the dust of the ground  
(Gen. 2:7) and that he would die because of his sin. In a traditional Christian 
funeral service, the minister sprinkles soil (dust) on the casket and says, “Earth 
to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” This is a reminder to those present that 
all will die some day and “return to dust.”

Eat, drink, and be merry b
An expression from the book of Ecclesiastes (8:15), written by Solomon. He is 
advising people to seek out and enjoy the good things in life as they carry out 
daily responsibilities.

Eye of a needle b
A rich man asked Jesus what he must do to gain eternal life. Jesus told him 
to keep the commandments, sell his possessions, give to the poor, and follow 
him. The man went away sad because he had great wealth. “Then Jesus said to 
his disciples, ... ‘It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 
for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God!’ The disciples were astounded. 
‘Then who in the world can be saved?’ they 
asked. Jesus looked at them intently and said, 
‘Humanly speaking, it is impossible. But with 
God everything is possible’” (Matt. 19:23–26 nlt).  
Even rich people can get into heaven if they 
follow Jesus, but wealth can be a liability, not  
an asset, in their spiritual journey. 

Faith, hope, and love b
The thirteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians (“the 
love chapter”) stresses the importance of love 
(it is translated “charity” in the King James 
Version). The chapter ends with the statement, “These three remain: faith, 
hope and love. But the greatest of these is love” (verse 13 niv).

For such a time as this b
While the Jewish people were living in exile, the king of Persia selected a 
beautiful young Jewish woman, Esther, as his wife. Later, Esther’s cousin 

heard of a plan to kill all the Jews in the kingdom. He urged Esther to ask the 
king to stop the plan, remarking, “Who knows whether you have come to the 
kingdom for such a time as this?” (Est. 4:14). The expression can be used today 
when  a person seems uniquely suited to carry out a difficult task. 

Get behind me, Satan b
Jesus said these words on two different occasions. During the temptation of 
Jesus, Satan showed him all the kingdoms of the world. Then Satan said he 
would give all this to Jesus if Jesus would worship him. Jesus responded, “Get 
behind Me, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and 
Him only you shall serve’” (Luke 4:8). Toward the end of his ministry, Jesus 
told his disciples that he would be killed but raised to life again three days 
later. Peter took Jesus aside and told him he should not say such things. Jesus 
rebuked Peter, saying, “Get behind Me, Satan!” (Matt. 16:23). He meant that 
Peter was being used as an instrument of Satan by looking at the 
situation only from a human point of view. Today, a related 
phrase—“Not today, Satan”—is also used. It expresses a 
determination not to allow Satan to frustrate, hinder,  
or wreck God’s agenda for our day or our lives. 

Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar b
When the Pharisees asked Jesus whether it was right to 
pay taxes to Rome, he took a coin and asked whose image 
was on it. When they responded that it was Caesar’s, Jesus 
said, “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and give to God what belongs 
to God” (Mark 12:17 nlt). Jesus meant that people can pay earthly possessions 
to earthly governments, but their very lives belong to God, so they should 
submit to him. 

Good Samaritan b
Jesus responded to the question “Who is my neighbor?” by telling the story 
of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). A Jewish man was attacked by thieves 
and was badly injured. Two religious leaders walked past him without 
stopping to help. Then a Samaritan man stopped and took the injured man to 
an inn and paid for his medical care. The Samaritans were seen by the Jews as 
an inferior class of people, so Jesus was showing that anyone can and should 
be a neighbor to someone who is in need. Today the term “Good Samaritan”  
is used in reference to anyone who stops to help a person in need.

Go the second mile b
During the time of Jesus, Roman soldiers sometimes required common 
citizens to carry their gear for them. Jesus taught his followers that if a soldier 
made them go one mile down the road, they should go an extra mile: “If 
anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles” (Matt. 5:41 niv). 
The expression can be applied to any situation in which a person willingly 
goes beyond what is required. 

Heap coals of fire on his head b
In Romans 12:20, the apostle Paul quotes from Proverbs 25:21–22 in teaching 
that we are not to avenge ourselves: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he 
is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his 
head.” In other words, the “enemy” will feel burning shame for what he has 
done. The saying is used in any situation where a person will feel shamed by 
kindness shown to them by the person they harmed. 
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Famous Sayings  
from the Bible

The English language is peppered with sayings from the Bible. Classic writers 
such as William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, and Mark Twain used many 
biblical phrases in their literature. Popular culture has also adopted many of 
these phrases. In the following pages, you will enjoy discovering the biblical 
context and meaning of many of these phrases, as well as the imprint that 
some have left on history. 

Note that some entries are direct quotes, while others are paraphrased or 
based on biblical language or content. Most of the actual quotations are taken 
from the New King James Version or original King James Version, since many 
instantly recognizable biblical phrases still use wording from that stately 
translation. 

e
A house divided against itself cannot stand b
In his earthly ministry, Jesus Christ cast out many demons from downtrodden 
people. Unfortunately, there were some religious scribes who believed that 
Jesus could cast out demons only because he was possessed by “Beelzebub” 
(Satan). Jesus told them, “How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is 
divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. And if a house is divided 
against itself, that house cannot stand” (Mark 3:23–25). In 1858, three years 
before the start of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln referred to this Scripture 
passage in a speech: “‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this 
government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. I do not 
expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to 
fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.”

All things to all men b
When the apostle Paul said in 1 Corinthians 
9:22 that he was “all things to all men,” he 
meant that he wanted to find common 
ground with each person he met so he 

could tell them about Christ. Today the 
phrase often suggests that a person is  
wishy-washy.

All things work together for good b
This phrase comes from Romans 8:28: “We know 
that all things work together for good to those who 
love God.” It does not mean that only good things will happen to those  
who love God, but that God will turn every circumstance in their lives  
into something for their good.

Am I my brother’s keeper? b
In Genesis 4:9, after Eve’s son Cain had killed his brother, Abel, God asked 
Cain where Abel was. Cain retorted, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The 
expression is often used in any situation where someone is disclaiming 
responsibility for another person. The title and theme of Jodi Picoult’s novel 
My Sister’s Keeper is a play on this biblical expression.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth b
According to the law of Moses, the penalty for damaging a person’s eye was 
damage to the offender’s eye. Similarly, knocking out a tooth resulted in the 
loss of a tooth for the offender (Deut. 19:21). This concept of justice called for 
a penalty equal to—but not greater than—the offense. Jesus expanded on this 
when he said, “You have heard the law that says the punishment must match 
the injury: ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say, do not resist 
an evil person! ... Give to those who ask, and don’t turn away from those who 
want to borrow” (Matt. 5:38–42 nlt). 

Beatitudes b
Eight concise teachings of Jesus. The word beatitude is from the Latin word 

meaning “blessed,” and each of the Beatitudes begins with the word 
Blessed. These statements take common wisdom and turn it 

upside down to show that human perspective is usually 
different from God’s: “Blessed are the meek, for they will 
inherit the earth.... Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they will be called children of God” (Matt. 5:5, 9 niv).  
People who are meek are usually shoved aside by 
those who are powerful, but Jesus was teaching that 

meekness is of higher value than worldly power. Great warriors and generals 
have always captured the respect and admiration of people, but Jesus was 
pointing out that peacemaking is one of the highest virtues.

Beat their swords into plowshares b
This description of the climax of earthly history is found in Isaiah 2:4 and 
Micah 4:3: “They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into 
pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they 
train for war anymore” (niv). This means that weapons of war will no longer 
be needed; instead, they will be changed into tools used in peaceful life. The 
prophet Joel turns this phrase around when he warns the nations about “the 
day of the Lord” (Joel 3:14), when God will judge them for how they treated 
his people, Israel: “Beat your plowshares into 
swords and your pruning hooks into spears” 
(verse 10). In other words, “Get ready! Do not be 
complacent, and prepare to meet God.”

Be fruitful and multiply b
These were God’s instructions to Adam and 
Eve, the first humans he created, telling them 
to populate the earth (Gen. 1:28). God gave the 
same instructions to Noah and his family after 
the great flood (Gen. 9:1).

Behold, I stand at the door  
and knock b
The complete verse reads, “Behold, I stand at 
the door, and knock. If anyone hears My voice 
and opens the door, I will come in to him and 
dine with him, and he with Me” (Rev. 3:20). The phrase is a metaphor for Jesus 
wanting to enter a person’s life and have fellowship with him or her.

Blind leading the blind b
Jesus said that many in the religious group known as the Pharisees were “blind 
guides” (Matt. 15:14 niv), meaning they were spiritually blind. He also said,  
“Can the blind lead the blind? Will they not both fall into a pit?” (Luke 6:39 niv).  
Jesus meant that people should be careful not to follow leaders who are 
themselves spiritually blind.

By the skin of my teeth b
An expression from the book of Job. After Job had suffered many hardships, 
he said, “My bone clings to my skin and to my flesh, and I have escaped by the 
skin of my teeth” (Job 19:20). The phrase describes barely escaping death or 
some other calamity.

Cast the first stone b
The Pharisees tried to trick Jesus by bringing to him a woman caught in 
adultery. According to the law of Moses, the woman should have been stoned to 
death. Should Jesus tell them not to stone her, the Pharisees would accuse Jesus 
of breaking their own law. Should Jesus tell them they must stone her, he would 
be breaking Roman law by decreeing the death penalty. Jesus saw the trap, and 
he also had compassion for the woman. He responded, “He that is without 
sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her” (John 8:7 kjv). One by one her 
accusers slipped away, for they all recognized sin in their own lives. Jesus said to 
the woman, “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more” (John 8:11). 

Consider the lilies of the field b
Jesus taught his followers to make God’s kingdom their top priority in life 
instead of worrying about things such as food, drink, or clothing. Jesus assured 
them that God would take care of their physical needs. He said, “Why do you 
worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they 
neither toil nor spin; and yet I say to you that even Solomon in all his glory 
was not arrayed like one of these. Now if God so clothes the grass of the field ... 
will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?” (Matt. 6:28–30). 

Do not cast your pearls before swine b
Jesus said this as part of his Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 7:6). He meant that 
it is useless to try to teach holy things to unholy or unbelieving people. 

Do to others what you would 
have them do to you b
This phrase (Matt. 7:12 niv) is one of 
Jesus’s teachings in the Sermon on 
the Mount. Also called the Golden 
Rule, it is central to much of what is 
considered civilized behavior.

Dust you are, and to dust you shall return b
After Adam and Eve sinned by eating the forbidden fruit in the garden of Eden, 
God said to Adam, “Dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19).  
He was telling Adam he had been created from the dust of the ground  
(Gen. 2:7) and that he would die because of his sin. In a traditional Christian 
funeral service, the minister sprinkles soil (dust) on the casket and says, “Earth 
to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” This is a reminder to those present that 
all will die some day and “return to dust.”

Eat, drink, and be merry b
An expression from the book of Ecclesiastes (8:15), written by Solomon. He is 
advising people to seek out and enjoy the good things in life as they carry out 
daily responsibilities.

Eye of a needle b
A rich man asked Jesus what he must do to gain eternal life. Jesus told him 
to keep the commandments, sell his possessions, give to the poor, and follow 
him. The man went away sad because he had great wealth. “Then Jesus said to 
his disciples, ... ‘It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 
for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God!’ The disciples were astounded. 
‘Then who in the world can be saved?’ they 
asked. Jesus looked at them intently and said, 
‘Humanly speaking, it is impossible. But with 
God everything is possible’” (Matt. 19:23–26 nlt).  
Even rich people can get into heaven if they 
follow Jesus, but wealth can be a liability, not  
an asset, in their spiritual journey. 

Faith, hope, and love b
The thirteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians (“the 
love chapter”) stresses the importance of love 
(it is translated “charity” in the King James 
Version). The chapter ends with the statement, “These three remain: faith, 
hope and love. But the greatest of these is love” (verse 13 niv).

For such a time as this b
While the Jewish people were living in exile, the king of Persia selected a 
beautiful young Jewish woman, Esther, as his wife. Later, Esther’s cousin 

heard of a plan to kill all the Jews in the kingdom. He urged Esther to ask the 
king to stop the plan, remarking, “Who knows whether you have come to the 
kingdom for such a time as this?” (Est. 4:14). The expression can be used today 
when  a person seems uniquely suited to carry out a difficult task. 

Get behind me, Satan b
Jesus said these words on two different occasions. During the temptation of 
Jesus, Satan showed him all the kingdoms of the world. Then Satan said he 
would give all this to Jesus if Jesus would worship him. Jesus responded, “Get 
behind Me, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and 
Him only you shall serve’” (Luke 4:8). Toward the end of his ministry, Jesus 
told his disciples that he would be killed but raised to life again three days 
later. Peter took Jesus aside and told him he should not say such things. Jesus 
rebuked Peter, saying, “Get behind Me, Satan!” (Matt. 16:23). He meant that 
Peter was being used as an instrument of Satan by looking at the 
situation only from a human point of view. Today, a related 
phrase—“Not today, Satan”—is also used. It expresses a 
determination not to allow Satan to frustrate, hinder,  
or wreck God’s agenda for our day or our lives. 

Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar b
When the Pharisees asked Jesus whether it was right to 
pay taxes to Rome, he took a coin and asked whose image 
was on it. When they responded that it was Caesar’s, Jesus 
said, “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and give to God what belongs 
to God” (Mark 12:17 nlt). Jesus meant that people can pay earthly possessions 
to earthly governments, but their very lives belong to God, so they should 
submit to him. 

Good Samaritan b
Jesus responded to the question “Who is my neighbor?” by telling the story 
of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). A Jewish man was attacked by thieves 
and was badly injured. Two religious leaders walked past him without 
stopping to help. Then a Samaritan man stopped and took the injured man to 
an inn and paid for his medical care. The Samaritans were seen by the Jews as 
an inferior class of people, so Jesus was showing that anyone can and should 
be a neighbor to someone who is in need. Today the term “Good Samaritan”  
is used in reference to anyone who stops to help a person in need.

Go the second mile b
During the time of Jesus, Roman soldiers sometimes required common 
citizens to carry their gear for them. Jesus taught his followers that if a soldier 
made them go one mile down the road, they should go an extra mile: “If 
anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles” (Matt. 5:41 niv). 
The expression can be applied to any situation in which a person willingly 
goes beyond what is required. 

Heap coals of fire on his head b
In Romans 12:20, the apostle Paul quotes from Proverbs 25:21–22 in teaching 
that we are not to avenge ourselves: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he 
is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his 
head.” In other words, the “enemy” will feel burning shame for what he has 
done. The saying is used in any situation where a person will feel shamed by 
kindness shown to them by the person they harmed. 
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Famous Sayings  
from the Bible

The English language is peppered with sayings from the Bible. Classic writers 
such as William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, and Mark Twain used many 
biblical phrases in their literature. Popular culture has also adopted many of 
these phrases. In the following pages, you will enjoy discovering the biblical 
context and meaning of many of these phrases, as well as the imprint that 
some have left on history. 

Note that some entries are direct quotes, while others are paraphrased or 
based on biblical language or content. Most of the actual quotations are taken 
from the New King James Version or original King James Version, since many 
instantly recognizable biblical phrases still use wording from that stately 
translation. 

e
A house divided against itself cannot stand b
In his earthly ministry, Jesus Christ cast out many demons from downtrodden 
people. Unfortunately, there were some religious scribes who believed that 
Jesus could cast out demons only because he was possessed by “Beelzebub” 
(Satan). Jesus told them, “How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is 
divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. And if a house is divided 
against itself, that house cannot stand” (Mark 3:23–25). In 1858, three years 
before the start of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln referred to this Scripture 
passage in a speech: “‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this 
government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. I do not 
expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to 
fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.”

All things to all men b
When the apostle Paul said in 1 Corinthians 
9:22 that he was “all things to all men,” he 
meant that he wanted to find common 
ground with each person he met so he 

could tell them about Christ. Today the 
phrase often suggests that a person is  
wishy-washy.

All things work together for good b
This phrase comes from Romans 8:28: “We know 
that all things work together for good to those who 
love God.” It does not mean that only good things will happen to those  
who love God, but that God will turn every circumstance in their lives  
into something for their good.

Am I my brother’s keeper? b
In Genesis 4:9, after Eve’s son Cain had killed his brother, Abel, God asked 
Cain where Abel was. Cain retorted, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The 
expression is often used in any situation where someone is disclaiming 
responsibility for another person. The title and theme of Jodi Picoult’s novel 
My Sister’s Keeper is a play on this biblical expression.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth b
According to the law of Moses, the penalty for damaging a person’s eye was 
damage to the offender’s eye. Similarly, knocking out a tooth resulted in the 
loss of a tooth for the offender (Deut. 19:21). This concept of justice called for 
a penalty equal to—but not greater than—the offense. Jesus expanded on this 
when he said, “You have heard the law that says the punishment must match 
the injury: ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say, do not resist 
an evil person! ... Give to those who ask, and don’t turn away from those who 
want to borrow” (Matt. 5:38–42 nlt). 

Beatitudes b
Eight concise teachings of Jesus. The word beatitude is from the Latin word 

meaning “blessed,” and each of the Beatitudes begins with the word 
Blessed. These statements take common wisdom and turn it 

upside down to show that human perspective is usually 
different from God’s: “Blessed are the meek, for they will 
inherit the earth.... Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they will be called children of God” (Matt. 5:5, 9 niv).  
People who are meek are usually shoved aside by 
those who are powerful, but Jesus was teaching that 

meekness is of higher value than worldly power. Great warriors and generals 
have always captured the respect and admiration of people, but Jesus was 
pointing out that peacemaking is one of the highest virtues.

Beat their swords into plowshares b
This description of the climax of earthly history is found in Isaiah 2:4 and 
Micah 4:3: “They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into 
pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they 
train for war anymore” (niv). This means that weapons of war will no longer 
be needed; instead, they will be changed into tools used in peaceful life. The 
prophet Joel turns this phrase around when he warns the nations about “the 
day of the Lord” (Joel 3:14), when God will judge them for how they treated 
his people, Israel: “Beat your plowshares into 
swords and your pruning hooks into spears” 
(verse 10). In other words, “Get ready! Do not be 
complacent, and prepare to meet God.”

Be fruitful and multiply b
These were God’s instructions to Adam and 
Eve, the first humans he created, telling them 
to populate the earth (Gen. 1:28). God gave the 
same instructions to Noah and his family after 
the great flood (Gen. 9:1).

Behold, I stand at the door  
and knock b
The complete verse reads, “Behold, I stand at 
the door, and knock. If anyone hears My voice 
and opens the door, I will come in to him and 
dine with him, and he with Me” (Rev. 3:20). The phrase is a metaphor for Jesus 
wanting to enter a person’s life and have fellowship with him or her.

Blind leading the blind b
Jesus said that many in the religious group known as the Pharisees were “blind 
guides” (Matt. 15:14 niv), meaning they were spiritually blind. He also said,  
“Can the blind lead the blind? Will they not both fall into a pit?” (Luke 6:39 niv).  
Jesus meant that people should be careful not to follow leaders who are 
themselves spiritually blind.

By the skin of my teeth b
An expression from the book of Job. After Job had suffered many hardships, 
he said, “My bone clings to my skin and to my flesh, and I have escaped by the 
skin of my teeth” (Job 19:20). The phrase describes barely escaping death or 
some other calamity.

Cast the first stone b
The Pharisees tried to trick Jesus by bringing to him a woman caught in 
adultery. According to the law of Moses, the woman should have been stoned to 
death. Should Jesus tell them not to stone her, the Pharisees would accuse Jesus 
of breaking their own law. Should Jesus tell them they must stone her, he would 
be breaking Roman law by decreeing the death penalty. Jesus saw the trap, and 
he also had compassion for the woman. He responded, “He that is without 
sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her” (John 8:7 kjv). One by one her 
accusers slipped away, for they all recognized sin in their own lives. Jesus said to 
the woman, “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more” (John 8:11). 

Consider the lilies of the field b
Jesus taught his followers to make God’s kingdom their top priority in life 
instead of worrying about things such as food, drink, or clothing. Jesus assured 
them that God would take care of their physical needs. He said, “Why do you 
worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they 
neither toil nor spin; and yet I say to you that even Solomon in all his glory 
was not arrayed like one of these. Now if God so clothes the grass of the field ... 
will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?” (Matt. 6:28–30). 

Do not cast your pearls before swine b
Jesus said this as part of his Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 7:6). He meant that 
it is useless to try to teach holy things to unholy or unbelieving people. 

Do to others what you would 
have them do to you b
This phrase (Matt. 7:12 niv) is one of 
Jesus’s teachings in the Sermon on 
the Mount. Also called the Golden 
Rule, it is central to much of what is 
considered civilized behavior.

Dust you are, and to dust you shall return b
After Adam and Eve sinned by eating the forbidden fruit in the garden of Eden, 
God said to Adam, “Dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19).  
He was telling Adam he had been created from the dust of the ground  
(Gen. 2:7) and that he would die because of his sin. In a traditional Christian 
funeral service, the minister sprinkles soil (dust) on the casket and says, “Earth 
to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” This is a reminder to those present that 
all will die some day and “return to dust.”

Eat, drink, and be merry b
An expression from the book of Ecclesiastes (8:15), written by Solomon. He is 
advising people to seek out and enjoy the good things in life as they carry out 
daily responsibilities.

Eye of a needle b
A rich man asked Jesus what he must do to gain eternal life. Jesus told him 
to keep the commandments, sell his possessions, give to the poor, and follow 
him. The man went away sad because he had great wealth. “Then Jesus said to 
his disciples, ... ‘It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 
for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God!’ The disciples were astounded. 
‘Then who in the world can be saved?’ they 
asked. Jesus looked at them intently and said, 
‘Humanly speaking, it is impossible. But with 
God everything is possible’” (Matt. 19:23–26 nlt).  
Even rich people can get into heaven if they 
follow Jesus, but wealth can be a liability, not  
an asset, in their spiritual journey. 

Faith, hope, and love b
The thirteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians (“the 
love chapter”) stresses the importance of love 
(it is translated “charity” in the King James 
Version). The chapter ends with the statement, “These three remain: faith, 
hope and love. But the greatest of these is love” (verse 13 niv).

For such a time as this b
While the Jewish people were living in exile, the king of Persia selected a 
beautiful young Jewish woman, Esther, as his wife. Later, Esther’s cousin 

heard of a plan to kill all the Jews in the kingdom. He urged Esther to ask the 
king to stop the plan, remarking, “Who knows whether you have come to the 
kingdom for such a time as this?” (Est. 4:14). The expression can be used today 
when  a person seems uniquely suited to carry out a difficult task. 

Get behind me, Satan b
Jesus said these words on two different occasions. During the temptation of 
Jesus, Satan showed him all the kingdoms of the world. Then Satan said he 
would give all this to Jesus if Jesus would worship him. Jesus responded, “Get 
behind Me, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and 
Him only you shall serve’” (Luke 4:8). Toward the end of his ministry, Jesus 
told his disciples that he would be killed but raised to life again three days 
later. Peter took Jesus aside and told him he should not say such things. Jesus 
rebuked Peter, saying, “Get behind Me, Satan!” (Matt. 16:23). He meant that 
Peter was being used as an instrument of Satan by looking at the 
situation only from a human point of view. Today, a related 
phrase—“Not today, Satan”—is also used. It expresses a 
determination not to allow Satan to frustrate, hinder,  
or wreck God’s agenda for our day or our lives. 

Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar b
When the Pharisees asked Jesus whether it was right to 
pay taxes to Rome, he took a coin and asked whose image 
was on it. When they responded that it was Caesar’s, Jesus 
said, “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and give to God what belongs 
to God” (Mark 12:17 nlt). Jesus meant that people can pay earthly possessions 
to earthly governments, but their very lives belong to God, so they should 
submit to him. 

Good Samaritan b
Jesus responded to the question “Who is my neighbor?” by telling the story 
of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). A Jewish man was attacked by thieves 
and was badly injured. Two religious leaders walked past him without 
stopping to help. Then a Samaritan man stopped and took the injured man to 
an inn and paid for his medical care. The Samaritans were seen by the Jews as 
an inferior class of people, so Jesus was showing that anyone can and should 
be a neighbor to someone who is in need. Today the term “Good Samaritan”  
is used in reference to anyone who stops to help a person in need.

Go the second mile b
During the time of Jesus, Roman soldiers sometimes required common 
citizens to carry their gear for them. Jesus taught his followers that if a soldier 
made them go one mile down the road, they should go an extra mile: “If 
anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles” (Matt. 5:41 niv). 
The expression can be applied to any situation in which a person willingly 
goes beyond what is required. 

Heap coals of fire on his head b
In Romans 12:20, the apostle Paul quotes from Proverbs 25:21–22 in teaching 
that we are not to avenge ourselves: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he 
is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his 
head.” In other words, the “enemy” will feel burning shame for what he has 
done. The saying is used in any situation where a person will feel shamed by 
kindness shown to them by the person they harmed. 
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