Meanings and Origins of Common Idioms
An idiom is an expression that means something other than the literal meanings of its individual words.

Here is a selection of well-known idioms and how they came into being. Some of their origins we know as fact whereas for others, there are many theories on how the expression came into common use.
1. To make hay while the sun shines

to take advantage of favourable circumstances; they may not last.
This old expression refers to the production of hay, or dried grass. The warmth of the sun is required to dry the grass and turn it into hay. As the sun is notoriously unpredictable (it may be cloudy later) the message of this saying is clear. The expression dates back many centuries, and has changed little in form. 
2. To throw the book at someone

to punish someone severely.
This figurative book is presumably a book of rules or laws. Originally, and still in its normal usage, this expression meant to impose the maximum penalty. For criminals this is likely to mean life imprisonment. Nowadays, the expression may be used more generally, often where the punishment or reprimand is far less extreme.

3. As mad as a hatter

utterly insane
There is a number of theories about the root of this simile. Perhaps the most intriguing, and also plausible, was offered in "The Journal of the American Medical Association" (vol. 155, no. 3). Mercury used to be used in the manufacture of felt hats, so hatters, or hat makers, would come into contact with this poisonous metal a lot. Unfortunately, the effect of such exposure may lead to mercury poisoning, one of the symptoms of which is insanity. Famously, Lewis Carroll wrote about the Mad Hatter in "Alice in Wonderland" (1865), but there is at least one earlier reference to the expression: in "The Clockmaker" (1817) by Thomas Haliburton.

4. Without rhyme or reason

lacking in sense or justification
Rhyme and reason are synonymous, so this expression means "without reason". English usage dates back to the sixteenth century, when the phrase was borrowed from the French na Ryme ne Raison. It lives on in modern day French, too, as ni rime ni raison.

5. Crocodile tears

hypocritical grief
It is proverbial that crocodiles cry like a person in distress to lure men close enough to snatch and devour them, then shed tears over the fate of their victim. References to this proverbial belief are found in ancient Greek and Latin literature. 
6. To make no bones about a matter

to speak frankly and directly
A form of this expression was used as early as 1459, to mean to have no difficulty. It seems evident that the allusion is to the actual occurrence of bones in stews or soup. Soup without bones would offer no difficulty, and accordingly one would have no hesitation in swallowing soup with no bones.

7. To throw in the towel / sponge

to surrender; admit defeat
In its original form, to throw up the sponge, this appears in "The Slang Dictionary" (1860). The reference is to the sponges used to cleanse combatants' faces at prize fights. One contestant's manager throwing in the sponge would signal that as that side had had enough the sponge was no longer required. In recent years, towels have been substituted for sponges at fights, and consequently in the expression too

8. Fly off the handle: 
To lose one's temper

In the days before mass merchandising, poorly fastened axe heads would fly off while they were in use. The result was dangerous; hence why the phrase is used to describe risky behaviour with unpredictable results.

9. Steal someone’s thunder

To grab attention from another especially by anticipating an idea, plan, or presentation ; also to claim credit for another's idea
In the early 1700s, English dramatist John Dennis invented a device that imitated the sound of thunder for a play he was working on. The play flopped. Soon after, Dennis noted that another play in the same theatre was using his sound-effects device. He angrily exclaimed, “That is my thunder, by God; the villains will play my thunder, but not my play.” The story got around London, and the phrase was born.

10. Chew the fat
 To gossip or make small talk
Originally a sailor’s term this phrase refers to they days before refrigeration when ships carried food that wouldn’t spoil. One of them was salted pork skin, which consisted largely of fat. Sailors would only eat it if all other food was gone… and they often complained as they did. This idle chatter became known as “chewing the fat.”


 11. Have an axe to grind
To have a dispute or issue to take up with another person
 It first appeared in a story in a Pennsylvania newspaper written by Charles Miner. The story related a tale from the author’s youth, in which he was tricked by a stranger into using a grindstone to sharpen an axe. Since the stranger used flattery to con Miner into completing the task, he served up the phrase as a metaphor for similar experiences. 
12. Flog [or beat] a dead horse

To attempt to convince somebody to do something although there’s little chance of success
 As he tried to prompt his uninterested peers in Parliament to pass a piece of legislation, 1860s British politician John Bright likened his task to “flogging a dead horse” in order to prompt it to pull a load. 
13. Burn the candle at both ends
To live at a frenetic or dangerous pace, with adverse effects on one’s health
In 18th-century England, the phrase was used literally: You’d be wasting a valuable candle if you attempted to burn it at both ends. At the same time, you’d likely end up with a nasty wax burn on your hands in the process. The metaphorical use combined the fire-on-both-sides aspect of the former and the danger-to-oneself aspect of the latter. 
14. Get up on the wrong side of the bed
To start the day in a less-than-sunny mood

In Roman times, it was considered bad luck to get out of bed on the left side. Hence if you exited on that wrong side, your day was fated to be a bad one. 
15. Let the cat out of the bag
To reveal a secret, unwittingly or otherwise
First seen in several London publications in the 1700s, its origin dates well before that and refers to a then-common street fraud. Market scamsters apparently attempted to replace pigs (valuable) with cats (not so much); if the cat was let out of the bag, the gig was up. That’s related to why you don’t want to buy “a pig in a poke” (i.e., a small bag): You might not be getting the real item. 
16. Foaming at the mouth
Very, very angry
Like many other idioms, it may have first been used by Shakespeare. In Julius Caesar, he refers to the soon-to-be-deposed king as having been less than pleased when he “fell down in the market-place, and foamed at mouth.” An alternate theory points to rabid dogs, which literally foam at the mouth. 

17. It’s raining cats and dogs

 It’s raining heavily

There are roughly 200 theories on this one. In 17th-century England, public sanitation wasn’t what it is today—hence during deluges, rain coursing down the streets would often carry dead animals with it. As a result, even though cats and dogs never literally showered down from above, they became associated with severe rainstorms. 
18. Skeleton in the closet
A secret source of shame or embarrassment, which an individual often takes pains to conceal

During 19th-century England, one periodical, The Eclectic Review, used the phrase almost literally: It was mentioned in reference to a family attempting to keep a son’s illness secret (“Two great sources of distress are the danger of contagion and the apprehension of hereditary diseases. The dread of being the cause of misery to posterity has prevailed over men to conceal the skeleton in the closet”).
19. Go back to the drawing board

Start a project over again after an initial attempt has failed

It wasn’t used extensively until after World War II. The phrase “drawing board” refers to the work space of an architect or draftsman, upon which many designs, blueprints and similar plans are birthed. 
20. wrong side of the tracks 
The poor part of a town or city
Before there were cars, trains were an important means of transportation. When a train rolled by, heavy black smoke and soot went with it. Usually the wind blew the black smoke to one side of the tracks and only the poorest of people would endure living in that hard to breathe environment. No one wanted to be on "the wrong side of the tracks."
21. Wrong end of the stick 
To misunderstand a situation
There are various versions of this idiom. One comes from the days of the Roman baths. The person in the next stall may have asked for their neighbour to "pass the stick," instead of toilet paper since that was yet to exist. The stick had a sponge on one end and if the recipient grabbed the wrong end, they'd be getting the wrong end of the stick. 

22. Everything but the kitchen sink 
Including nearly everything possible
This comes from World War Two when everything possible was used to contribute to the war effort...all metal was used for the U.S arsenal. The only objects left out were porcelain kitchen sinks

23. Spick and span 
spotless
The phrase is derived from two archaic words: spick, which was a spike or nail and span, which meant "wood chip." When a ship was polished and new, it was called "spick and span," meaning every nail and piece of wood was untarnished. The phrase originally meant "brand new" but is now used to indicate cleanliness.
